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For Monsignor Richard Lopez 


“A merry heart has a continual feast.” 
Proverbs 15:15 NKJV 


“O my Jesus, forgive us our sins, save us from the fires of 
hell, lead all souls to heaven, especially those in most need 
of thy mercy. Amen.” 


Prayer taught by the angel to the 
shepherd children of Fatima 
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INTRODUCTION 


HELL MATTERS 


Sicies of religious belief in America reveal that a majority of those 


surveyed—in one study, a full 71 percent—believe in the existence 
of hell.! If this means that these respondents accept as a reality the 
possibility of eternal punishment, we might well expect hell to be a 
frequent topic of conversation, both public and private. 

So why do we hear so little these days about the subject? Why is 
hell for most people nothing more than a wearisome profanity? If it 
truly exists, our lives should be thoroughly shaped by the 
implications of that reality. 

Perhaps one reason for the silence can be seen in the results of 
another survey. Researchers found that of those Americans who 
believed in heaven and hell, the great majority were also confident 
that they themselves would not end up in hell. Only one half of 1 
percent of those surveyed expected to be eternally damned. 

Presumption can lull us to sleep. We must recall St. Augustine’s 
warning, when he spoke of the two men who were crucified with 
Jesus: “Do not despair. One of the thieves was saved. Do not 
presume. One of the thieves was damned.” 

Let’s say a few words about hell, then, by way of introduction to 


the visions recorded here. 


Why Hell Matters 


To begin: Why publish a book on this topic? Do I take delight in 
thinking about the damned suffering in everlasting misery? 

By no means. I feel great sympathy for the Christian writer C. S. 
Lewis when he says of the Christian teaching about hell, “There is no 
doctrine which I would more willingly remove from Christianity 
than this, if it lay in my power. But it has the full support of 
Scripture and, specially, of Our Lord’s own words; it has always been 
held by Christendom; and it has the support of reason.”? Scripture, 
Tradition, and Reason: All three lend their support to the teaching of 
the Church in this regard. And so we deny it or ignore it only at our 
peril. 

Precisely because our culture has so thoroughly avoided this 
topic, it seems to me that the time is right to talk about it. To put it 
bluntly: Hell matters. It makes an infinite difference in our human 
situation. 

If hell doesn’t exist, then all roads lead to the same destination, 
whether it’s heaven, or annihilation, or something else. And if all 
roads lead to the same place, it ultimately makes no difference 
which road we take. On the other hand, if our choices will lead us 
ultimately to one of two utterly different destinies, then our choices 
have crucially different consequences. 

Hell is the final guarantee that what we do here and now really 
matters. 

At the same time, we must keep in mind that to appreciate better 
the reality of hell is to appreciate better the reality of heaven. The 
more horrible we understand hell to be, the more marvelous we 
understand heaven to be. The more deeply we fathom what God 
wants to save us from, the more grateful we are that he desires to 
save us. 

I am by no means alone in this concern that people today should 
talk about hell. Several years ago, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI 
observed, “Jesus came to tell us that he wants us all in heaven, and 
that hell — of which so little is said in our time — exists and is 
eternal for those who close their hearts to his love.” 


The Witness of Scripture and Tradition 


The Catholic Church doesn’t insist on the reality of hell because she 
takes glee in thinking about torment, or because she wants to use the 
doctrine as a bludgeon to make people obey her. The Catholic 
Church insists on the reality of hell first of all, as Benedict noted, 
because Jesus himself did so. He spoke about hell a number of times 
and warned that his listeners could end up there forever. 

Now if Jesus was who he claimed to be, and who the Church has 
always claimed him to be—God himself in the flesh—then he was 
certainly in a position to know the truth about whether hell is a 
reality. You may argue that he was wrong about this all-important 
matter. But if Jesus got it wrong on a matter so critical as this, then 
how can he be trusted to get it right on anything else? And if he got 
it wrong on this matter, how could he possibly be God in the flesh? 
By implication, we would be denying his authority, truthfulness, and 
reliability, and thus even his divinity. 

In fact, in the Gospels we hear the most frightening words about 
damnation from Our Lord’s lips. And we find confirming references 
to this reality in other parts of Sacred Scripture as well. This biblical 
witness cannot be dismissed. We’ll focus on it in the first chapter. 

Meanwhile, we must note that the Church’s constant tradition 
has affirmed this teaching of Scripture. We see it, for example, in the 
ancient Athanasian Creed (late fifth / early sixth century); in the 
declarations of ecumenical councils, such as the Fourth Lateran 
Council (1215), the Second Council of Lyons (1274), the Council of 
Florence (1439-1445), and the Council of Trent (1545-1563); and in 
numerous places in the ancient liturgies. 


The Reasonableness of Hell 


As Lewis noted, reason can help us unpack and better understand 
this doctrine of faith. Once we understand more clearly what hell 
actually is, we can begin to see why it’s an indispensable affirmation 
of the gospel—why it fits with other Christian teachings about the 
way God has created the world, and the way he has created human 
beings. Knowing more fully what it means to be human, we can see 
more clearly why it makes sense that hell exists, even if we find the 
reality disturbing. 


Our Catholic faith teaches us that when God created the human 
race, he gave them a gift of the highest dignity. That gift was free 
will. He was not a manufacturer seeking to create robots that were 
hardwired to do his work. He was not a puppeteer seeking to fashion 
puppets he could manipulate to act out his plot for a play. 

No, he was a Father seeking sons and daughters to love, who could 
freely love him in return. And to exhibit real love, they had to 
possess the ability to choose freely—to say yes to him or no to him. 

When we think of it, that’s a more stunning, stupendous act of 
creation than all the rest. The immense power emanating from a 
star, or the breathtaking beauty of its spectacular brilliance, is 
nothing compared to the miracle of human free will. God has 
actually dared to give us a share in his own freedom, to make us, as 
the psalmist said, like little gods (see Ps 8:5), crowned with the glory 
and honor of a free will. 

The doctrine of hell can thus be seen as a logical corollary of the 
doctrine of free will. For hell, to define it as the Catechism does, is 
simply the “state of definitive self-exclusion from communion with 
God and the blessed” in communion with God.° And if we have free 
will, then it is possible for us to say to God in the end, “No—I don’t 
want you.” If we do, then the eternal separation from him that we 
have freely chosen is hell. 


The Unforgiveable Sin 


Even so, can’t God forgive the sin that leads us to hell? Yes, he can 
forgive it. But he cannot in justice simply ignore it. Forgiveness is a 
gift, and for sin to be forgiven, there must be an acceptance of the 
gift, or it will have no consequences. 

Those who admit no guilt refuse to accept forgiveness. The 
Church teaches that to refuse God’s forgiveness—to say to him, “I 
don’t need or want you or your mercy”—is in fact the unforgiveable 
sin of which Jesus speaks in the Gospel (see CCC 1864). For God to 
overcome the separation of a rebellious creature with free will, he 
must have the consent and cooperation of the creature. If the 
creature refuses, the separation remains; the offer of forgiveness 
remains fruitless. 

As Lewis once put it, “The doors of hell are locked on the 
inside.”© Its inhabitants are like the Devil in John Milton’s epic poem 


Paradise Lost, who boasts, “Better to reign in hell than to serve in 
heaven” (I, 263). Those who end up in hell are those who in the end 
say to God, “I’d rather live my own selfish way down here than to 
have to live selflessly in love up there with you.” 

How, we might ask, could someone finally reject, knowingly, the 
divine offer of eternal joy? If it’s to their own advantage, how could 
they refuse it? Won’t people always choose what’s for their own 
good if they truly know what’s for their own good? 

Not at all. We see people all the time—ourselves included— 
choosing a lesser good over the greatest Good, and knowing that 
they are doing so. We don’t always choose according to reason, and 
the more we choose selfishly, the more darkened even our reason 
becomes. Sin darkens the intellect; sin makes us stupid. 

The Gospel of John puts it this way: “And this is the judgment, 
that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness 
rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For every one who 
does evil hates the light, and does not come to the light, lest his 
deeds should be exposed” (Jn 3:19-20). 


Self-Surrender to God 


Why, someone might ask, does our greatest good lie in self-surrender 
to God? Because God is himself the ultimate Source of all that is 
good—the Source of love, of life, of existence itself. From him flow 
all truth, wisdom, power, beauty; and in his presence is all joy and 
fulfillment for his creatures. He has made us for himself, St. 
Augustine famously noted, and we are restless until we find our rest 
in him. 

The soul in hell, on the other hand, is the soul that is so self- 
absorbed that it has selfishly rejected everything that is not itself. It 
has tried to turn everything and everyone around it into a mere 
extension of itself. In hell, such a soul is finally granted its 
fundamental desire to live only in itself. And what it finds there, in 
total isolation and degradation, is hell.” 

If we turn away from God in the end, we are utterly cutting 
ourselves off from the Source of all these good things. He is the 
Light, and apart from him is only darkness. He is the Holy One, and 
his holiness is like a fire that serves as a torment to unholiness. In 
the presence of his ultimate righ-teousness—that is, his right 


ordering—all unrighteousness, all disorder, shudders in confusion 
and horror. 

The damned soul cannot bear the divine light, just as a diseased 
eye cannot bear the brilliant sunlight. 


Tormenting Fire, Cleansing Fire, Radiant Light 


Think of our final destiny in light of three biblical passages. 

The book of Hebrews (Heb 12:29) tells us that we must not reject 
God’s grace, lest the presence of his perfect holiness be for us a 
consuming fire. 

St. Paul tells us (1 Cor 3:10-15) that our deeds in this life build 
in us a character that is either like gold, silver, and precious stones 
(good works), or else like wood, hay, and straw (evil works). The 
fire of God, he adds, will test them, with the gold, silver, and gems 
being refined, but the wood, hay, and straw being burned away. 

St. John tells us in the Book of Revelation (Rv 22:5) that those in 
heaven “need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their 
light.” 

God’s holiness is having its natural effect in all three of these 
situations—but with different results, according to the disposition of 
the person in his presence. 

In hell, the holiness of God is an agonizing fire to all those who 
are irrevocably opposed to him. His holiness is a continual torment 
to their unholiness. 

In purgatory, the process of purging, God’s holiness is painful but 
cleansing, like a cauterizing iron. It refines and burns away the dross 
of our souls to make us pure and holy ourselves. 

To those in heaven, who have been fully refined and cleansed, 
and who have nothing left to be burned away, God’s holiness is 
experienced, not as searing fire, but as radiant light. It fills them and 
illumines them inside and out, like sunlight sparkling through a 
diamond. 

It’s all the same holy presence of God. But whether we experience 
it as tormenting blaze or cleansing flame or brilliant illumination 
depends upon our relationship to him. 


Body and Soul, Outside and Inside 


The pains of hell have to do not only with the soul. The Church 
affirms that in the resurrection of the dead, both the blessed and the 
damned will receive their bodies back again. Then, for eternity, just 
as the glorified bodies of the blessed will share in the joy of heaven, 
the resurrected bodies of the damned will have their share in the 
suffering of the soul. 

This arrangement is only just, because in this life the body had its 
share in the sins of the soul that led to hell. This reality is 
traditionally known as poena sensus, the pain of the senses. 

Even so, the pain doesn’t come just from the outside. It comes 
from the inside as well. The theologians speak, not only of the pain 
of the senses, but even more so of the pain of loss, or the poena 
damni. This pain results from the loss of the beatific vision, the 
vision of God in heaven that brings perfect happiness. 

Imagine what anguish it would be to know that the very destiny 
for which you were created was to enjoy an eternal and perfect 
embrace with the One who is infinite Goodness, infinite Beauty, 
infinite Love, infinite Truth—and yet, by your own free choices, you 
have turned away from that destiny, definitively, irrevocably, 
forever. The despairing pain you would feel at the knowledge of that 
loss is at the heart of the poena damni. 


Still More Pain 


Yet there’s more. As the German theologian Joseph Hontheim 
compellingly argued: 


The poena damni ... consists in the loss of the beatific vision and in so complete a 
separation of all the powers of the soul from God that it cannot find in him even the 
least peace and rest. It is accompanied by the loss of all supernatural gifts.... 

The utter void of the soul made for the enjoyment of infinite truth and infinite 
goodness causes the reprobate immeasurable anguish. Their consciousness that God, 
on whom they entirely depend, is their enemy forever is overwhelming. Their 
consciousness of having by their own deliberate folly forfeited the highest blessings 
for transitory and delusive pleasures humiliates and depresses them beyond measure. 

The desire for happiness inherent in their very nature, wholly unsatisfied and no 
longer able to find any compensation for the loss of God in delusive pleasure, renders 
them utterly miserable. Moreover, they are well aware that God is infinitely happy, 
and hence their hatred and their impotent desire to injure him fills them with 
extreme bitterness. And the same is true with regard to their hatred of all the friends 
of God who enjoy the bliss of heaven.® 


Given all these horrors, I think we might well compare the pain 
of hell to an everlasting asylum for the criminally insane. Imagine a 


place overflowing with all those who are utterly filled inside with 
hatred, bitterness, malice, deceit, selfishness; lust and rage, pride 
and vainglory, gluttony and envy and avarice—all the so-called 
“deadly sins” and more. 

They are so full of these things that their souls have been 
perverted, bent, broken, corroded, shattered, disordered, so that not 
only their wills are devastated, but also their intellects. Their very 
reasoning and perceptions are grossly warped. 

Think of Hannibal Lector, the chillingly evil character in the film 
Silence of the Lambs. Imagine an asylum packed with insane criminals 
like him. Imagine them all thrown in together in a single, 
inescapable place, where they will torment themselves and one 
another, without hope of redemption, forever and ever. 

That is hell. 

In my novel, My Visit to Hell, the protagonist finds himself there 
one day and is trying to figure out how to escape. In one 
conversation with a man he meets in the infernal regions, the two 
characters are talking about this reality—how the horrors they seek 
to flee are inescapable, because they carry the horrors within 
themselves. 

“You can’t escape the torment,” one of them says, “because you 
are the torment.” 

The other responds, “The worst of all is to be afraid of yourself. 
The monster isn’t under the bed like it was when you were a kid, or 
even in the bed beside you. The monster is in you, and you’re in the 
monster. That’s the final horror, isn’t it?”? 

In one sense, then, God doesn’t cast people into hell. They have 
freely chosen the road to that destination themselves. In a sense, you 
could also say that we ourselves, not God, are the ones who have 
built hell. We have cobbled it together from the terrifying 
consequences of our own sin, and we carry it around within us. 


Some Objections to the Doctrine of Hell 


Some critics of the doctrine of hell have objected that there seems to 
be a disproportion between transitory sin and eternal damnation. 
But it was St. Augustine who noted long ago that even in this life, we 
don’t think in those terms. 

A person can commit the crime of murder in a fit of passion, 


without premeditation, in a matter of seconds. But what would we 
think of a judge who sentenced the murderer to only a few seconds 
in jail for such a crime so that the crime and the punishment would 
be “proportionate”? No—duration in time means nothing, but rather 
the seriousness of the sin, and especially the definitive nature of the 
act. 

Even in this life, some decisions, some actions, are definitive and 
irrevocable. If you murder another person, for example, you can 
never undo that action. And death is the point at which our 
decisions become definitive for us, when the ripened fruit of a 
lifetime achieves its final form. 

In any case, eternity is not a mere prolongation of time. Lewis 
compares this present life to a line that we have drawn, and eternity 
to a solid that takes it definitive shape from the baseline of that 
earthly life. It is simply the final culmination of what we ourselves 
have begun, a thicker and wider and heavier version of the life we 
have lived in this world.!° 

Why, some have asked, can’t God give second chances? The truth 
is that we have all had multiple, even countless, chances in this 
lifetime. If a trillion chances would do any good, God would 
probably grant them. But the chances must finally come to an end at 
some point, and if God knows all things, then he knows at what 
point they should end, and when any additional chances would be in 
vain. 


Sorrow in Heaven Over the Damned? 


Many have asked how God and the blessed in heaven could have 
perfect joy in heaven while knowing that even one soul had been 
damned. In Lewis’s fantasy masterpiece The Great Divorce, he 
responds to that concern by imagining a conversation between two 
dead souls, one who is still trying to understand the reality of 
heaven and hell and one who has already been granted wisdom in 
that regard. 

When the inquirer says that it seems as if those in heaven should 
be forever grieved by those in hell, ruining their happiness, the wise 
soul answers in this way: 

That sounds very merciful, but see what lies behind it.... The demand of the loveless 


and the self-imprisoned that they should be allowed to blackmail the universe: that 
till they consent to be happy (on their own terms) no one else shall taste joy: that 


theirs should be the final power: that Hell should be able to veto Heaven.... 

[It] must be one way or the other. Either the day must come when joy prevails, 
and all the makers of misery are no longer able to infect it: or else for ever and ever 
the makers of misery can destroy in others the happiness they reject for 
themselves. !1 


What Would We Ask God to Do Instead? 


In the end, when people question the existence of hell and insist that 
a loving God would have made things otherwise, we must respond 
with a question: What exactly are you asking God do with these 
creatures of free will he has created? 

Do you want him to pay the terrible price required to offer them 
the chance to have their sins removed and their souls cleansed and a 
chance to make a fresh start? That’s precisely what he did in the 
passion and death of Our Lord. 

Do you want him to provide them miraculous means of grace to 
assist them throughout life in making it to heaven? That’s exactly 
what he has given them through establishing the Church. 

If they refuse to be forgiven, if they spurn his grace, do you want 
God simply to leave them alone? That is exactly what he does in the 
end, and that is hell. 


God Knows Who Is There 


One last note about the Church’s teaching with regard to hell: It has 
not been revealed to us by God (at least publicly) who is there. In 
this life we are in no position to discern for certain whether any 
particular individual has been damned. As we shall see in these 
pages, however, some saints and others have claimed that God has 
revealed to them the identity of certain lost souls through private 
revelation. 

This is true even of those who have appeared to reject God right 
up until their last breath on earth. We simply don’t know what went 
on within their souls in the last fraction of a second before their final 
choice, for God or against him, was ratified by death. Only God 
knows that. 

The Lord has in fact revealed to us that certain individuals are 
now in heaven; they are the canonized saints. But we know nothing 
for sure about which individuals are in hell—even with regard to a 


Hitler or a Stalin. The closest we come to such a revelation is the 
scriptural witness about Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Christ. 

The Book of Acts says darkly that after he died, he went “to his 
own place” (Acts 1:25). Even more grimly, Jesus said of his apostles 
on the night he was betrayed, “None of them is lost but the son of 
perdition [that is, damnation],” and he was obviously referring to 
Judas (Jn 17:12). This language seems rather clear to me, but many 
would claim that we don’t know for sure even about Judas. So we’ll 
simply leave that to God. 


Hell Is a Mystery 


In the end, we must confess, hell is one of the great mysteries of 
human existence. Now something can be a mystery in one of two 
ways: One kind of mystery is the type that can be solved once we 
know enough about it. Murder mysteries are of this sort; they are no 
longer mysteries once we know “whodunit.” 

Hell is certainly this first kind of mystery. There is so much about 
it that we simply cannot know in this life, but will be revealed to us 
in the next (by divine revelation, I trust, not by firsthand 
experience). 

The other kind of mystery is the type that we can never fully 
grasp because our minds are too small. No matter how much 
information we receive, it will still be beyond our understanding. 
The nature of God, especially the nature of the Blessed Trinity, is a 
mystery of this sort. And it may well be that some aspects of hell are 
of this sort as well. 


Loath to Swallow the Medicine 


Meditation on the last things is thus a “simple medicine for the 
soul,” as St. Thomas More put it.!2 Yet our generation is loath to 
swallow the pill, and we are not alone. More than a century and a 
half ago, Fr. Frederick Faber, the celebrated English convert and 
spiritual writer, identified and lamented the same tendencies in 
nineteenth-century British society. 

“One crying [lack] of modern spirituality,” he observed in his 
book Spiritual Conferences, “is [that we need to hear] more of heaven 
and hell, as the natural and secure means of getting more inward 


repentance. But I am met on the threshold with all manner of 
objections.” He continues: 


As noises must be kept from invalids, some say, so all the coarse horrors of hell must 
be relegated to the background, and not be allowed to intrude upon our calmness or 
our gentility. They do no good. They only startle and scare. 

Here again, I [reply], is it so certain that you do not [need] startling? Is it quite 
beyond a doubt that a scaring would be no great help to your salvation? Kindness is 
cruel ... to those who have taken opium, in order that it may be more [truly] kind. It 
walks them about, when they [pitifully beg] to lie down and sleep. What if modern 
spirituality has something akin to opium in it? ... 

Who made these “coarse horrors”? God. Then they must be worthy of him and 
somehow manifest his perfections? Assuredly. Now did he make them with the 
intention that they remain concealed and unknown? Does he wish sinners to remain 
in ignorance of them, so that the intensity of their punishment should take them by 
surprise when they die? If so, why did he reveal it to them? 


Fr. Faber concludes pointedly: “In these polished days, [is] 
religion ... to be allowed no [function] except to soothe?” !2 
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“REMEMBER THE END 


OF YOUR LIFE” 
What Are We to Make of These Visions? 


\/ isions of hell have been reported since ancient times in cultures 


throughout the world. Even today, some of our contemporaries claim 
to have witnessed scenes from the realm of the damned. 

The Catholic faithful can look back, not just to visions beginning 
with the earliest generations of the Church, but to prior references in 
the scriptural record. Both the Old Testament books they inherited 
from the Jewish people and the New Testament books of the 
Apostles and their associates provide glimpses of hell. 

Beyond the biblical references, however, a number of Catholic 
sources have written about the reality of everlasting punishment for 
the wicked. Some of these reports come from canonized saints or are 
attributed to them. Some come from other explicitly Catholic 
witnesses, such as clergy and religious. Some are anonymous but 
reported in a Catholic setting. 

Among these accounts are reports of visions in the strict sense: 
things heard and seen through the intervention of God, angels, or 
demons. Others report dreams; still others, what we would today call 
“near death experiences,” in which someone who was at the 


threshold of death returned to consciousness and reported what was 
experienced. A few are visions in the broader sense: a reasoned 
description, based on divine revelation, of the reality of hell; a 
legendary depiction; and a literary portrait. 


Public versus Private Revelation 


What are we to make of these visions? To interpret them wisely and 
discern their usefulness, we must first recognize the important 
distinction between public revelation and private revelation, and the 
claims of each with regard to our Catholic faith. 

The supreme revelation of God to the world is Jesus Christ, his 
Son, his Word made flesh, who lived among us (Jn 1:14). In him, the 
Church received, through his words and deeds, a Divine Revelation, 
a deposit of faith (see 1 Tm 6:20; 2 Tm 1:12-14) that is unique, 
complete, definitive, intended for all people of all generations, and 
confirmed by God himself as worthy of faith. This public revelation, 
as it is called, has been preserved and transmitted to us in Sacred 
Scripture and Sacred Tradition, as authentically preached and 
interpreted by the Sacred Magisterium (teaching office) of the 
Church, beginning with the Apostles whom Jesus himself appointed. 
All faithful Catholics are bound to accept these revealed truths with 
a divine faith. 

Though public revelation is complete, its meaning, mysteries, and 
implications continue to be understood more fully and deeply 
through the Holy Spirit’s enlightening work in the Church. 
Nevertheless, no new public revelation is possible until the return of 
our Lord Jesus Christ in glory. And certainly no change in the public 
revelation is possible that would contradict what has already been 
revealed by God. 

With this understanding of public revelation, we can distinguish 
it from what is called private revelation. The Catechism of the Catholic 
Church teaches, “Throughout the ages, there have been so-called 
‘private’ revelations, some of which have been recognized by the 
authority of the Church. They do not belong, however, to the deposit 
of faith. It is not their role to improve or complete Christ’s definitive 
Revelation, but to help live more fully by it in a certain period of 
history.... Christian faith cannot accept ‘revelations’ that claim to 
surpass or correct the Revelation of which Christ is the fulfilment, as 
is the case in certain non-Christian religions and also in certain 


recent sects which base themselves on such ‘revelations’”” (CCC 67). 

Some individuals, then, have claimed to receive private 
revelations from God, such as visions, apparitions, dreams, or 
locutions (words heard interiorly). The Church warns us to examine 
carefully any claims to private revelation and to be cautious in 
accepting their validity. Some private revelations, such as the visions 
of the Portuguese children at Fatima in 1917, have been approved 
by the Church as worthy of belief. But most such claims over the 
centuries have not received such approval, and some have been 
explicitly rejected by the Church as inauthentic. 

With regard to all claims to private revelation, we must always 
keep in mind that they do not and cannot have the same status as 
public revelation. We are not bound to accept them as a part of the 
deposit of faith, on the same level as Sacred Scripture and Sacred 
Tradition, even if they have the Church’s approval. And if they 
claim, even implicitly, to surpass or correct the definitive Revelation 
given to us in Christ, then we must firmly reject them. 


Visions of Hell 


The descriptions of hell in Scripture, offered by Our Lord and by 
biblical writers, fall of course into the category of public revelation. 
These will be presented in the next chapter. We are bound to accept 
such biblical passages as a part of Divine Revelation. This is the case 
even if we don’t fully understand them, and even if the Holy Spirit 
has not revealed through Sacred Tradition and the Sacred 
Magisterium the answers to all the questions we might have about 
their interpretation. 

On the other hand, the visions and descriptions of hell reported 
in the subsequent chapters of this book are clearly claims to private 
revelations (or else privately reasoned or creatively depicted 
interpretations of Divine Revelation). We must treat them 
accordingly. Even when the claim is made by a canonized saint, we 
cannot for that reason assume that the revelation is authentic or 
approved by the Church. Canonization does not imply the 
authentication of someone’s claims to private revelation. And even 
when such a private revelation has in fact been approved by the 
Church as worthy of belief, we still must not place it on the same 
level as the scriptural accounts of hell. 


So what is the value of such claims to private revelation? Why 
should we pay them any attention? Are we interested in them simply 
because of a morbid curiosity? Or can we learn profound lessons 
from them because they illuminate, in certain ways, the perennial 
teaching of the Church, the deposit of faith? 

First, we are reminded by these texts in a vivid and compelling 
way that, as Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI once noted, “Human life is 
fully serious. The irrevocable takes place, and that includes 
irrevocable destruction.”!4 God “will render to every man according 
to his works,” either “eternal life” or “wrath and fury” (Rom 2:6-8). 

Second, through these texts, we are pressed to take seriously the 
biblical language that presents hell not simply as a sorrowful tragedy 
but as an overwhelming horror to be avoided at all costs. Like the 
relevant biblical passages, these visions speak of damnation in the 
most gruesome and terrifying terms, with everlasting darkness, fire, 
and worms (Mt 8:12; Mk 9:47)—and much more as well. 

If we should conclude that such language is figurative rather than 
literal, we should find no comfort in such a conclusion. These 
figurative descriptions stretch the limits of human language in trying 
to convey an indescribable nightmare. The reality of hell surpasses 
such figurative language in horror. Just as heaven is beyond our 
dreams, so is hell worse than we can imagine. 

Third, these visions can help us see how our disordered actions in 
this life could find their culmination in the next life. In many of 
these depictions, the punishments are profoundly (and sometimes 
ironically) related to the sins and vices they punish. When we 
observe here the final ripened, rotten fruit of wicked behavior, we 
can more clearly identify the evil root from which it grows—and 
labor even now to eradicate it. “I the Lorp search the mind and test 
the heart, to give to every man according to his ways, according to 
the fruit of his doings” (Jer 17:10). 

Fourth, these accounts sometimes remind us that human 
appearances can be deceiving. Those who seem righteous to 
everyone around (and even to themselves) may actually be hell- 
bound if they fail to repent. “The heart is deceitful above all things, 
and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?” (Jer 17:9). “The 
LorD sees not as man sees; man looks on the outward appearance, 
but the Lorp looks on the heart” (1 Sm 16:7). 


Why Read About Visions of Hell? 


Finally, some of these visions tell of the wicked receiving one last 
chance to repent. While one soul may take advantage of the 
opportunity, another may not. They should remind us that God is 
merciful, but we should not presume upon his mercy. 

We read these stories, then, for the same reason we read biblical 
accounts of those who failed to embrace God’s mercy: “Now these 
things are warnings for us, not to desire evil as they did.... They 
were written down for our instruction.... Therefore let anyone who 
thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor 10:6, 11-12). 

It’s the principle of the memento mori, which in Latin means 
“remembrance of death.” The most succinct statement of that 
principle is found in Scripture: “In all you do, remember the end of 
your life, and then you will never sin” (Sir 7:36). 

Memento mori takes its place in the liturgy as well, most notably 
in the Ash Wednesday imposition of ashes: “You are dust, and to 
dust you shall return” (Gn 3:19). 

Anyone familiar with the history of Christian art knows that 
memento mori is also found there. Consider the medieval and 
Renaissance paintings of saints with a skull beside them. The skull 
serves as a reminder of death and what waits for us beyond. 

Yet memento mori, and thoughts about hell in particular, 
shouldn’t have us thinking of ourselves alone. Just consider that all 
the people we meet throughout our day are on their way to either 
heaven or hell—and how we treat them could help them move in 
one direction or the other. So we read visions of hell not just to 
avoid it ourselves but to help others avoid it. The house of the world 
is on fire, and somebody had best be shouting, “Run for your life!” 


A Final Note on Interpretation 


One final note: If we find a particular vision convincing, should we 
receive it as a literal description of hell? 

That approach presents certain problems. For one, the various 
visions differ considerably in their depictions of hell. We could 
perhaps account for those variations by arguing that hell is a vast 
place, and various visionaries might have seen different regions of it, 
and reported accordingly. Even so, some of the details would be 


difficult to reconcile if we interpreted them all literally. 

Perhaps a better approach is suggested by the sixth-century pope 
St. Gregory the Great (c. AD 540-604). In his Dialogues, he reports 
(approvingly) several visions of hell experienced by his 
contemporaries (see Book IV, 35-36). Peter, the man engaging him 
in dialogue, complains that some of the details of a particular vision 
are difficult to accept if taken literally. 

St. Gregory clearly assumes that the man’s vision was real and 
the result of an actual intervention by God. But he explains to Peter 
that the language describing what was seen should be interpreted 
symbolically, not literally. With regard to the vision’s details of a 
ship, a river, a bridge, bricks, and more, “the representation of these 
things express the causes which they signify.” God uses the vision, 
the saint insists, to teach us spiritual truths about our behavior in 
this life and its potential consequences in hell. 

With fear and trembling, then, and with open minds and hearts, 
we turn now to visions of hell. 


14 Cited in Regis Martin, The Last Things: Death, Judgment, Hell, and Heaven (Charlotte, 
N.C.: TAN Books, 2014), 120. 


“WEEPING AND 
GNASHING OF TEETH” 


Glimpses of Hell in Scripture 


For several generations, our Western civilization has largely refused 


to hear anything of hell. How ignorant and uncivilized to speak of 
such things! So those portions of Scripture affirming its existence, 
and warning that we could end up there, are overlooked or 
dismissed. Fr. Frederick Faber (1814-1863) once wrote about his 
contemporaries’ attitude toward the biblical witness to hell: “Each 
age has some portion of divine truth toward which it is specially 
impatient. God knew all this when he gave revelation to us.... [Yet] 
he does not give each generation a Bible of its own, he does not 
condescend so far to the noisy trivialities which strut across history, 
and call themselves the spirit of the age.” !5 

In our day, the spirit of the age conspires with the Evil Spirit, the 
“father of lies” (Jn 8:44), to obscure the reality of hell. Satan once 
told Eve in the Garden that if she disobeyed God, she would not die, 
though God himself had warned her it would happen. The Devil has 
been deceiving the world ever since with the claim that in the end, 
we can choose against God without suffering evil and eternal 
consequences. But Scripture exposes that comfortable deception, if 


we will listen to what it says even when it makes us uncomfortable. 


Biblical Words Translated as “Hell” 


To understand what the Bible says about hell, we need first to clarify 
terms. One Hebrew word in the Old Testament, and three Greek 
words in the New Testament, have sometimes been translated in 
various Bible versions with our English word “hell.” But their 
meanings are not all the same. 

Sheol is the Hebrew term that refers in general to the grave or the 
realm of the dead, not specifically to a place of eternal punishment. 
God’s revelation to the Jewish people about life after death 
developed only gradually, over centuries. In the beginning, little if 
any distinction was recognized between the fate of the righteous and 
the fate of the wicked. But the Old Testament does speak 
threateningly of the wicked descending to Sheol, hinting at a 
judgment that involves more than mere death (Ps 9:17). 

By the time of Christ, God had revealed that the righteous and 
the wicked had separate destinations in the life to come, a truth 
found most notably in the Book of Daniel (12:2). But even then, 
Jewish religious sects disagreed about the matter. The Pharisees 
believed in the resurrection and judgment of the dead, while the 
Sadducees denied it (Acts 23:8). 

In the New Testament, the term Hades (borrowed from pagan 
Greek thought), also refers to the realm of the dead in general, and 
has essentially the same meaning as Sheol. The Gospel passages 
where Jesus and others speak of Hades in this general sense are not 
our concern here. (See Mt 11:23; 16:18; Lk 10:15; 16:23; Rv 1:18; 
6:8; 20:13-14.) 

We should note that in Our Lord’s story about the rich man and 
Lazarus, both descend to Hades, the realm of the dead. (Bible 
scholars have debated whether Jesus is talking here about real 
historical figures or simply telling a parable.) The rich man, 
however, is apparently in the place of torment (Lk 16:23), while the 
righteous beggar is in “Abraham’s bosom” (16:22), a place of bliss. 
No one can cross from one of those places to the other (16:26). 

A second Greek word translated as “hell,” Tartarus, was a term 
from ancient Greek belief and originally referred to a realm of 
punishment below Hades. The ancient Jews made use of this term to 


describe the place of divine punishment after death. It occurs, with 
that meaning, only once in the New Testament, not in the Gospels 
but in 2 Peter 2:4, which tells us that “God did not spare the angels 
when they sinned, but cast them into Tartarus and committed them 
to pits of deepest darkness to be kept until the judgment.” 

The third term, which is our main concern here, is Gehenna. It’s 
the Greek version of a Hebrew name, Ge-Hinnom, or “the Valley of 
Hinnom.” Originally, Ge-Hinnom referred to a valley just outside 
Jerusalem where, in ancient times, children had been sacrificed— 
burned alive—to the cruel pagan god Moloch. In later times, to show 
their horror and disgust at such a practice, the Jewish people 
desecrated the site by making Ge-Hinnom a garbage dump. 

Fires continually burned the rubbish there, and the garbage 
crawled with worms. So we can see why the Jews eventually 
borrowed the name of that valley to describe hell, the most horrific 
place of all, where unrepentant sinners suffered eternal punishment. 

Here, then, are scriptural passages traditionally viewed as 
alluding to hell or referring to it explicitly. In them, we find the 
repeated affirmation, not just that hell exists, but that its horrifying 
torments are the everlasting fate of the wicked. We also encounter 
here the vivid images of fire, worms, darkness, and the woeful 
laments of the damned, which appear again throughout the visions 
of later generations. 


Old Testament Allusions to Hell 


“Let me alone, that I may find a little comfort before I go from 
where I shall not return, to the land of gloom and deep darkness, the 
land of gloom and chaos, where light is as darkness” (Job 10:20-22). 

“The Lorp has made himself known, he has executed judgment; 
the wicked are snared in the work of their own hands. The wicked 
shall depart to Sheol, all the nations that forget God” (Ps 9:16-17). 

“Woe to the nations that rise up against my people! The Lord 
Almighty will take vengeance on them in the day of judgment; fire 
and worms he will give to their flesh; they shall weep in pain for 
ever” (Jdt 16:17). 

“And they shall go forth and look on the dead bodies of the men 
that have rebelled against me; for their worm shall not die, their fire 
shall not be quenched, and they shall be an abhorrence to all flesh” 


(Is 66:24; Jesus quoted this passage as a reference to hell 
[Gehenna]). 

“And there shall be a time of trouble, such as there has never 
been since there was a nation till that time; but at that time your 
people shall be delivered, every one whose name shall be found 
written in the book. And many of those who sleep in the dust of the 
earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and 
everlasting contempt” (Dn 12:1-2). 


Jesus Speaks of Hell 


“You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall not 
kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you 
that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be liable to 
judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council, 
and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ shall be liable to the hell [Gehenna] of 
fire” (Mt 5:21-22). 

“If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to 
enter life maimed than with two hands to go to hell [Gehenna], to 
the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off; 
it is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown 
into hell [Gehenna]. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out; it 
is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with 
two eyes to be thrown into hell [Gehenna], where their worm does 
not die, and the fire is not quenched” (Mk 9:43-48; see parallels in 
Mt 5:29-30; 18:9). 

“Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; 
rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell 
[Gehenna]” (Mt 10:28; see the parallel passage in Lk 12:5). 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you traverse 
sea and land to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a 
proselyte, you make him twice as much a child of hell [Gehenna] as 
yourselves.... You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to 
escape being sentenced to hell [Gehenna]?” (Mt 23:15, 33). 

“Then he [Jesus as the Judge of the nations at the end of the 
world] will say to those at his left hand, ‘Depart from me, you 
cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for 
I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me no drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked 


and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not visit 
me.’ Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry 
or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not 
minister to you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as 
you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did it not to me.’ 
And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous 
into eternal life” (Mt 25:41-46). 

“Just as the weeds are gathered and burned with fire, so will it be 
at the close of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they 
will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, and 
throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth.... 

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net which was thrown 
into the sea and gathered fish of every kind; when it was full, men 
drew it ashore and sat down and sorted the good into vessels but 
threw away the bad. So it will be at the close of the age. The angels 
will come out and separate the evil from the righteous, and throw 
them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth” (Mt 13:40-42, 47-50). 

“Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will 
seek to enter and will not be able. When once the householder has 
risen up and shut the door, you will begin to stand outside and to 
knock at the door, saying, ‘Lord, open to us.’ He will answer you, ‘I 
do not know where you came from.’ Then you will begin to say, ‘We 
ate and drank in your presence, and you taught in our streets.’ But 
he will say, ‘I do not know where you come from; depart from me, 
all you workers of iniquity!’ There you will weep and gnash your 
teeth, when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the 
prophets in the kingdom of God and you yourselves thrust out” (Lk 
13:24-28; see also Mt 7:21-23). 

“T tell you, many will come from east and west and sit at table 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the 
sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness; there 
men will weep and gnash their teeth” (Mt 8:12). 


Apostolic Witnesses of the Reality of Hell 


“For if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them 
into hell [Tartarus] and committed them to pits of deepest darkness 


to be kept until the judgment; ... then the Lord knows how to rescue 
the godly from trial, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment 
until the day of judgment.... These are waterless springs and mists 
driven by a storm; for them the deepest gloom of darkness has been 
reserved” (2 Pt 2:4, 9, 17). 

“The angels that did not keep their own position but left their 
proper dwelling have been kept by him in eternal chains in the 
deepest darkness until the judgment of the great day; just as Sodom 
and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which likewise acted 
immorally and indulged in unnatural lust, served as an example by 
undergoing a punishment of eternal fire. 

“Yet in like manner these men in their dreamings defile the flesh, 
reject authority, and revile the glorious ones.... These are blemishes 
on your love feasts, as they boldly carouse together, looking after 
themselves; waterless clouds, carried along by winds; fruitless trees 
in late autumn, twice dead, uprooted; wild waves of the sea, casting 
up the foam of their own shame; wandering stars for whom the 
deepest darkness has been reserved forever” (Jude 6-8, 12-13). 

“The tongue is a fire. The tongue is an unrighteous world among 
our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the cycle of 
nature, and set on fire by hell [Gehenna]” (Jas 3:6). 

“And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud 
voice, ‘If any one worships the beast and its image, and receives a 
mark on his forehead or on his hand, he also shall drink the wine of 
God’s wrath, poured unmixed into the cup of his anger, and he shall 
be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy 
angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their 
torment goes up for ever and ever; and they have no rest, day or 
night, these worshippers of the beast and its image, and whoever 
receives the mark of its name.’ ... 

“And the beast was captured, and with it, the false prophet who 
in its presence had worked the signs by which he deceived those 
who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshipped 
its image. These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire that 
burns with brimstone.... This is the second death, the lake of fire; 
and if anyone’s name was not written in the book of life, he was 
thrown into the lake of fire” (Rv 14:9-11; 19:20; 20:14-15). 


Other Biblical Names for Hell and Damnation 


Another New Testament name for hell is the “abyss” (Lk 8:31 and 
elsewhere). The state of the damned is called “destruction” (Phil 
3:19;1 Tm 6:9); “eternal destruction” (2 Thes 1:9); “corruption” (Gal 
6:8); “death” (Rom 6:21); and “the second death” (Rv 2:11 and 
elsewhere). 

Such texts throughout Sacred Scripture provide ample 
confirmation that hell is a reality. Part of the deposit of faith, the 
doctrine of eternal damnation cannot simply be dismissed as an 
outdated or intolerant teaching of the Catholic Church. As Fr. Faber 
wryly observed, God hasn’t given our generation a customized Bible, 
revised to reflect the pandering spirit of our age. 


15 Fr, Frederick Faber, Spiritual Conferences (London: Thomas Richardson and Son, 
1859), 378-80. 


VISIONS OF SAINTS 


“NO MORTAL CAN 


COMPREHEND THESE THINGS” 
St. John Bosco 


St. John Bosco (1815-1888) was an Italian priest, educator, and 


writer. He founded the Society of St. Francis de Sales, an apostolate 
dedicated to educating and caring for boys from poor families. He 
also helped establish other educational and devotional institutions, 
including the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians. 
Cofounded by Maria Domenica Mazzarello, this _ religious 
congregation of women was devoted to the care and education of 
girls from poor families. 

St. John reported frequent and extraordinary dreams. In many 
ways, they were more like visions than dreams, though they came to 
him in his sleep. Unlike merely natural dreams, they had unusual 
and even supernatural aspects. 

In these dreams, he engaged in rational conversations, asking 
specific questions and receiving specific answers. There was none of 
the irrational or seemingly meaningless content that so often fills 
natural dreams. He often had a guide and interpreter, an angel or 
one of the saints. He saw secret matters of conscience that later 
proved to be accurate. He even foresaw future events that came to 


pass. 

Sometimes St. John’s dreams came to him for the sake of the 
boys under his care, whom he loved deeply and wanted to help on 
their way to heaven. One night in 1868, he dreamed of the boys who 
were making their way to hell instead. He knew the night vision was 
given by God so he could warn them. So he told them some days 
later about the guide who had come to him in the dream and led 
him down a difficult path, showing him the boys whose souls were 
in danger as they descended. The portion of the dream presented 
here begins at the gates of hell. 


The Gates of Hell 


We continued our descent, the road now becoming so frightfully 
steep that it was almost impossible to stand erect. And then, at the 
bottom of this precipice, at the entrance of a dark valley, an 
enormous building loomed into sight, its towering portal, tightly 
locked, facing our road. When I finally got to the bottom, I became 
smothered by a suffocating heat, while a greasy, green-tinted smoke 
lit by flashes of scarlet flames rose from behind those enormous 
walls which loomed higher than mountains. 

“Where are we? What is this?” I asked my guide. 

“Read the inscription on that portal and you will know.” 

I looked up and read these words: “The place of no reprieve.” I 
realized that we were at the gates of hell. The guide led me all 
around this horrible place. 

At regular distances bronze portals like the first overlooked 
precipitous descents; on each was an inscription, such as: “Depart 
from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and 
his angels” (Mt 25:41). “Every tree that does not bear good fruit is 
cut down and thrown into the fire” (Mt 7:19). 

I tried to copy them into my notebook, but my guide restrained 
me. “There is no need. You have them all in Holy Scripture. You 
even have some of them inscribed in the porticoes of your Oratory.” 

At such a sight I wanted to turn back and return to the Oratory. 
As a matter of fact, I did start back, but my guide ignored my 
attempt. After trudging through a steep, never-ending ravine, we 
again came to the foot of the precipice facing the first portal. 


A Youth Comes Running 


Suddenly the guide turned to me. Upset and startled, he motioned to 
me to step aside. “Look!” he said. 

I looked up in terror and saw in the distance someone racing 
down the path at an uncontrollable speed. I kept my eyes on him, 
trying to identify him, and as he got closer, I recognized him as one 
of my boys. His disheveled hair was partly standing upright on his 
head and partly tossed back by the wind. 

His arms were outstretched as though he were thrashing the 
water in an attempt to stay afloat. He wanted to stop, but could not. 
Tripping on the protruding stones, he kept falling even faster. 

“Let’s help him, let’s stop him!” I shouted, holding out my hands 
in a vain effort to restrain him. 

“Leave him alone,” the guide replied. 

“Why?” 

“Don’t you know how terrible God’s vengeance is? Do you think 
you can restrain one who is fleeing from his just wrath?” 

Meanwhile the youth had turned his fiery gaze backward in an 
attempt to see whether God’s wrath were still pursuing him. The 
next moment he fell tumbling to the bottom of the ravine and 
crashed against the bronze portal as though he could find no better 
refuge in his flight. 

“Why was he looking backward in terror?” I asked. 

“Because God’s wrath will pierce hell’s gates to reach and 
torment him even in the midst of fire!” 


A Thousand Inner Portals 


As the boy crashed into the portal, it sprang open with a roar, and 
instantly a thousand inner portals opened with a deafening clamor as 
if struck by a body that had been propelled by an invisible, most 
violent, irresistible gale. As these bronze doors—one behind the 
other, though at a considerable distance from each other—remained 
momentarily open, I saw far into the distance something like furnace 
jaws sprouting fiery balls the moment the youth hurtled into it. 

As swiftly as they had opened, the portals then clanged shut 
again. For a third time I tried to jot down the name of that 
unfortunate lad, but the guide again restrained me. 


“Wait,” he ordered. “Watch!” 

Three other boys of ours, screaming in terror and with arms 
outstretched, were rolling down one behind the other like massive 
rocks. I recognized them as they too crashed against the portal. In 
that split second, it sprang open and so did the other thousand. 

The three lads were sucked into that endless corridor amid a 
long-drawn, fading, infernal echo, and then the portals clanged shut 
again. At intervals, many other lads came tumbling down after them. 
I saw one unlucky boy being pushed down the slope by an evil 
companion. Others fell singly or with others, arm in arm or side by 
side. 

Each of them bore the name of his sin on his forehead. I kept 
calling to them as they hurtled down, but they did not hear me. 
Again the portals would open thunderously and slam shut with a 
rumble. Then, dead silence! 


Dragging the Boys to Ruin 


“Bad companions, bad books, and bad habits,” my guide exclaimed, 
“are mainly responsible for so many eternally lost.” 

The traps I had seen earlier were indeed dragging the boys to 
ruin. Seeing so many going to damnation, I cried out disconsolately, 
“If so many of our boys end up this way, we are working in vain. 
How can we prevent such tragedies?” 

“This is their present state,” my guide replied, “and that is where 
they would go if they were to die now.” 

“Then let me jot down their names so that I may warn them and 
put them back on the path to heaven.” 

“Do you really believe that some of them would reform if you 
were to warn them? Then and there your warning might impress 
them, but soon they will forget it, saying, ‘It was just a dream,’ and 
they will do worse than before. Others, realizing they have been 
unmasked, receive the Sacraments, but this will be neither 
spontaneous nor meritorious; others will go to confession because of 
a momentary fear of hell but will still be attached to sin.” 

“Then is there no way to save these unfortunate lads? Please, tell 
me what I can do for them.” 

“They have superiors; let them obey them. They have rules; let 
them observe them. They have the Sacraments; let them receive 


them.” 

Just then a new group of boys came hurtling down and the 
portals momentarily opened. 

“Let’s go in,” the guide said to me. 

I pulled back in horror. I could not wait to rush back to the 
Oratory to warn the boys lest others might be lost as well. 

“Come,” my guide insisted. “You'll learn much. But first tell me: 
Do you wish to go alone or with me?” He asked this to make me 
realize that I was not brave enough and therefore needed his friendly 
assistance. 

“Alone inside that horrible place?” I replied. “How will I ever be 
able to find my way out without your help?” 

Then a thought came to my mind and aroused my courage. Before 
one is condemned to hell, I said to myself, he must be judged. And I 
haven’t been judged yet! 

“Let’s go!” I exclaimed resolutely. 


A Vast, Grim Courtyard 


We entered that narrow, horrible corridor and whizzed through it 
with lightning speed. Threatening inscriptions shone eerily over all 
the inner gateways. The last one opened into a vast, grim courtyard 
with a large, unbelievably forbidding entrance at the far end. 

Above it stood this inscription: “They will go away into eternal 
punishment” (Mt 25:46). The walls all about were similarly 
inscribed. I asked my guide if I could read them, and he consented. 
These were the inscriptions: 

“Fire and worms he will give to their flesh; they shall weep in 
pain for ever” (Jdt 16:17). 

“The lake of fire and brimstone where the beast and the false 
prophet ... will be tormented day and night for ever and ever” (Rv 
20:10). 

“And the smoke of their torment goes up for ever and ever” (Rv 
14:11). 

“The land of gloom and chaos, where light is as darkness” (Job 
10:22). 

“There is no peace ... for the wicked” (Is 48:22). 

“There men will weep and gnash their teeth” (Mt 8:12). 

While I moved from one inscription to another, my guide, who 


had stood in the center of the courtyard, came up to me. 

“From here on,” he said, “no one may have a helpful companion, 
a comforting friend, a loving heart, a compassionate glance, or a 
benevolent word. All this is gone forever. Do you just want to see or 
would you rather experience these things yourself?” 

“T only want to see!” I answered. 

“Then come with me,” my friend added, and, taking me in tow, 
he stepped through that gate into a corridor at whose far end stood 
an observation platform, closed by a huge, single crystal pane 
reaching from the pavement to the ceiling. As soon as I crossed its 
threshold, I felt an indescribable terror and dared not take another 
step. 


An Immense Cave Glowing White-Hot 


Ahead of me I could see something like an immense cave which 
gradually disappeared into recesses sunk far into the bowels of the 
mountains. They were all ablaze, but theirs was not an earthly fire 
with leaping tongues of flames. The entire cave—walls, ceiling, 
floor, iron, stones, wood, and coal—everything was glowing white at 
temperatures of thousands of degrees. 

Yet the fire did not incinerate, did not consume. I simply can’t 
find words to describe the cavern’s horror. “It is made ready, its pyre 
made deep and wide, with fire and wood in abundance; the breath 
of the Lorp, like a stream of brimstone, kindles it” (Is 30:33). 

I was staring about me in bewilderment when a lad dashed out of 
a gate. Seemingly unaware of anything else, he emitted a most 
shrilling scream, like one who is about to fall into a cauldron of 
liquid bronze, and plummeted into the center of the cave. Instantly 
he too became incandescent and perfectly motionless, while the echo 
of his dying wail lingered for an instant more. 

Terribly frightened, I stared at him for a while. He seemed to be 
one of my Oratory boys. “Isn’t he so and so?” I asked my guide. 

“Yes” was the answer. 

“Why is he so still, so incandescent?” 

“You chose to see,” he replied. “Be satisfied with that. Just keep 
looking. Besides, ‘Every one will be salted with fire” (Mk 9:49). 


Other Youth From the Oratory 


As I looked again, another youth came hurtling down into the cave 
at breakneck speed. He too was from the Oratory. As he fell, so he 
remained. He too emitted one single heart-rending shriek that 
blended with the last echo of the scream that came from the youth 
who had preceded him. 

Other boys kept hurtling in the same way in increasing numbers, 
all screaming the same way, and then all becoming equally 
motionless and incandescent. I noticed that the first seemed frozen 
to the spot, one hand and one foot raised into the air; the second boy 
seemed bent almost double to the floor. Others stood or hung in 
various other positions, balancing themselves on one foot or hand, 
sitting or lying on their backs or on their sides, standing or kneeling, 
hands clutching their hair. 

Briefly, the scene resembled a large statuary group of youngsters 
cast into ever more painful postures. Other lads hurtled into that 
same furnace. Some I knew; others were strangers to me. I then 
recalled what is written in the Bible to the effect that as one falls 
into hell, so he shall forever remain: “In the place where the tree 
falls, there it will lie” (Eccl 11:3). 

More frightened than ever, I asked my guide, “When these boys 
come dashing into this cave, don’t they know where they are going?” 

“They surely do. They have been warned a thousand times, but 
they still choose to rush into the fire because they do not detest sin 
and are loath to forsake it. Furthermore, they despise and reject 
God’s incessant, merciful invitations to do penance. Thus provoked, 
Divine Justice harries them, hounds them, and goads them on so 
that they cannot halt until they reach this place.” 

“Oh, how miserable these unfortunate boys must feel in knowing 
they no longer have any hope!” I exclaimed. 


Their Innermost Frenzy and Fury 


“If you really want to know their innermost frenzy and fury, go a 
little closer,” my guide remarked. 

I took a few steps forward and saw that many of those poor 
wretches were savagely striking at each other like mad dogs. Others 
were clawing their own faces and hands, tearing their own flesh and 


spitefully throwing it about. Just then the entire ceiling of the cave 
became as transparent as crystal and revealed a patch of heaven and 
their radiant companions safe for all eternity. 

The poor wretches, fuming and panting with envy, burned with 
rage because they had once ridiculed the righteous. “The wicked 
man sees it and is angry; he gnashes his teeth and melts away” (Ps 
112:10). 

“Why do I hear no sound?” I asked my guide. 

“Go closer!” he advised. 

Pressing my ear to the crystal window, I heard screams and sobs, 
blasphemies and curses against the saints. It was a tumult of voices 
and cries, shrill and confused. 

“When they recall the happy lot of their good companions,” he 
replied, “they are obliged to admit: ‘We fools thought that their life 
was madness, and that their end was without honor. Behold, how 
they are numbered among the sons of God, and their lot is among 
the saints. It is we who have strayed from the way of truth, and the 
light of righteousness did not shine on us.... 

“We took our fill of the paths of lawlessness and destruction, and 
we journeyed through trackless deserts, but the way of the LorpD we 
have not known. What has our arrogance profited us? And what 
good has our boasted wealth brought us? All those things have 
vanished like a shadow’” (see Ws 5:4-9). 

“Here time is no more. Here is only eternity.” 

While I viewed the condition of many of my boys in utter terror, 
a thought suddenly struck me. “How can these boys be damned?” I 
asked. “Last night they were still alive at the Oratory!” 

“The boys you see here,” he answered, “are all dead to God’s 
grace. Were they to die now or persist in their evil ways, they would 
be damned. But we are wasting time. Let us go on.” 


Covered With Worms and Vermin 


He led me away and we went down through a corridor into a lower 
cavern, at whose entrance I read: “Their worm shall not die; their 
fire shall not be quenched” (Is 66:24). “Fire and worms he will give 
to their flesh; they shall weep in pain forever” (Jdt 16:17). 

Here one could see how atrocious was the remorse of those who 
had been pupils in our schools. What a torment was theirs, to 


remember each unforgiven sin and its just punishment, the 
countless, even extraordinary means they had had to mend their 
ways, persevere in virtue, and earn paradise, and their lack of 
response to the many favors promised and bestowed by the Virgin 
Mary. What a torture to think that they could have been saved so 
easily, yet now are irredeemably lost, and to remember the many 
good resolutions made and never kept. Hell is indeed paved with 
good intentions! 

In this lower cavern I again saw those Oratory boys who had 
fallen into the fiery furnace. Some are listening to me right now; 
others are former pupils or even strangers to me. I drew closer to 
them and noticed that they were all covered with worms and vermin 
that gnawed at their vitals, hearts, eyes, hands, legs, and entire 
bodies so ferociously as to defy description. 

Helpless and motionless, they were a prey to every kind of 
torment. Hoping I might be able to speak with them or to hear 
something from them, I drew even closer, but no one spoke or even 
looked at me. I then asked my guide why, and he explained that the 
damned are totally deprived of freedom. Each must fully endure his 
own punishment, with absolutely no reprieve whatever. 


Entering the Cavern 


“And now,” he added, “you too must enter that cavern.” 

“Oh, no!” I objected in terror. “Before going to hell, one has to be 
judged. I have not been judged yet, and so I will not go to hell!” 

“Listen,” he said, “what would you rather do: visit hell and save 
your boys, or stay outside and leave them in agony?” 

For a moment I was struck speechless. “Of course I love my boys 
and wish to save them all,” I replied, “but isn’t there some other way 
out?” 

“Yes, there is a way,” he went on, “provided you do all you can.” 

I breathed more easily and instantly said to myself, I don’t mind 
slaving if I can rescue these beloved sons of mine from such torments. 

“Come inside then,” my friend went on, “and see how our good, 
almighty God lovingly provides a thousand means for guiding your 
boys to penance and saving them from everlasting death.” 

Taking my hand, he led me into the cave.... 

[Inside, the guide shows St. John the common sins of the boys and the 


means God has provided for them to avoid hell. He is advised about how 
he should counsel and preach to warn them.] 

I bowed my head and promised to do as he had instructed me. 
Faint with dismay, I could only mutter, “Thanks for having been so 
good to me. Now, please lead me out of here.” 

“All right, then, come with me.” 


A Touch of Hell 


Encouragingly he took my hand and held me up because I could 
hardly stand on my feet. Leaving that hall, in no time at all we 
retraced our steps through that horrible courtyard and the long 
corridor. But as soon as we stepped across the last bronze portal, he 
turned to me and said, “Now that you have seen what others suffer, 
you too must experience a touch of hell.” 

“No, no!” I cried in terror. He insisted, but I kept refusing. 

“Don’t be afraid,” he told me; “just try it. Touch this wall.” 

I could not muster enough courage and tried to get away, but he 
held me back. 

“Try it,” he insisted. Gripping my arm firmly, he pulled me to the 
wall. “Only one touch,” he commanded, “so that you may say you 
have both seen and touched the walls of eternal suffering and that 
you may understand what the last wall must be like if the first is so 
unendurable. Look at this wall!” 

I did look, intently. It seemed incredibly thick. 

“There are a thousand walls between this and the real fire of 
hell,” my guide continued. “A thousand walls encompass it, each a 
thousand measures thick and equally distant from the next one. Each 
measure is a thousand miles. This wall therefore is millions and 
millions of miles from hell’s real fire. It is just a remote rim of hell 
itself.” 

When he said this, I instinctively pulled back, but he seized my 
hand, forced it open, and pressed it against the first of the thousand 
walls. The sensation was so utterly excruciating that I leaped back 
with a scream and found myself sitting up in bed. My hand was 
stinging and I kept rubbing it to ease the pain. 

When I got up this morning I noticed that it was swollen. Having 
my hand pressed against the wall, though only in a dream, felt so 
real that, later, the skin of my palm peeled off. 


Bear in mind that I have tried not to frighten you very much, and 
so I have not described these things in all their horror as I saw them 
and as they impressed me. We know that Our Lord always portrayed 
hell in symbols because, had he described it as it really is, we would 
not have understood him. No mortal can comprehend these things. 
The Lord knows them, and he reveals them to whomever he wills. 


“THE SOUL IS TEARING 
ITSELF IN PIECES” 


St. Teresa of Avila 


St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) was a Spanish Carmelite nun, 


spiritual writer, and religious reformer. A celebrated mystic, she was 
known for her frequent ecstasies, which sometimes involved 
levitation. Her profound mystical theology ultimately led to her 
being declared a Doctor of the Church. 

In her autobiography, The Life of Teresa of Jesus, the Carmelite 
reformer detailed her years in the religious life, including some of 
her mystical experiences. In one passage, she described a terrifying 
vision of the place the demons had prepared for her in hell. In many 
ways, she insisted, that vision led to profound spiritual 
transformation. 


Plunged Into Hell 


Some considerable time after our Lord had bestowed upon me the 
graces I have been describing, and others also of a higher nature, I 
was one day in prayer when I found myself in a moment, without 
knowing how, plunged apparently into hell. I understood that it was 


our Lord’s will I should see the place which the devils kept in 
readiness for me, and which I had deserved by my sins. It was but a 
moment, but it seems to me impossible I should ever forget it, even 
if I were to live many years. 

The entrance seemed to be by a long narrow pass, like a furnace, 
very low, dark, and close. The ground seemed to be saturated with 
water, mere mud, exceedingly foul, sending forth pestilential odors, 
and covered with loathsome vermin. At the end was a hollow place 
in the wall, like a closet, and in that I saw myself confined. All this 
was even pleasant to behold in comparison with what I felt there. 
There is no exaggeration in what I am saying. 

But as to what I then felt, I do not know where to begin, if I were 
to describe it; it is utterly inexplicable. I felt a fire in my soul. I 
cannot see how it is possible to describe it. 

My bodily sufferings were unbearable. I have undergone most 
painful sufferings in this life and, as the physicians say, the greatest 
that can be borne, such as the contraction of my sinews when I was 
paralyzed—without speaking of others of different kinds, yes, even 
those of which I have also spoken, inflicted on me by Satan. Yet all 
these were as nothing in comparison with what I felt then, especially 
when I saw that there would be no pause, nor any end to them. 

These sufferings were nothing in comparison with the anguish of 
my soul, a sense of oppression, of stifling, and of pain so keen, 
accompanied by so hopeless and cruel an affliction, that I do not 
know how to speak of it. If I said that the soul is continually being 
torn from the body it would be nothing—for that implies the 
destruction of life by the hands of another. But here, it is the soul 
itself that is tearing itself in pieces. I cannot describe that inward fire 
or that despair, surpassing all torments and all pain. I did not see 
who it was that tormented me, but I felt myself on fire, and torn to 
pieces, as it seemed to me; and, I repeat it, this inward fire and 
despair are the greatest torments of all. 


Hemmed in on Every Side 


Left in that pestilential place, and utterly without the power to hope 
for comfort, I could neither sit nor lie down; there was no room. I 
was placed as it were in a hole in the wall, and those walls, terrible 
to look on in themselves, hemmed me in on every side. I could not 


breathe. There was no light, but all was thick darkness. I do not 
understand how it is; though there was no light, yet everything that 
can give pain by being seen was visible. 

Our Lord at that time would not let me see more of hell. 
Afterwards I had another most fearful vision, in which I saw the 
punishment of certain sins. They were most horrible to look at, but 
because I felt none of the pain, my terror was not so great. 

In the former vision our Lord made me really feel those torments, 
and that anguish of spirit, just as if I had been suffering them in the 
body there. I do not know how it was, but I understood distinctly 
that it was a great mercy that our Lord would have me see with my 
own eyes the very place from which his compassion had saved me. I 
have listened to people speaking of these things, and I have at other 
times dwelled on the various torments of hell (though not often, 
because my soul made no progress by the way of fear). I have also 
read of the various tortures, and how the devils tear the flesh with 
red-hot pincers. 

But all is as nothing before this that I saw. It is a wholly different 
matter. In short, the one is a reality, the other a picture; and all 
burning here in this life is as nothing in comparison with the fire 
that is there. 

I was so terrified by that vision—and that terror is on me even 
now while I am writing—that although it took place nearly six years 
ago, the natural warmth of my body is chilled by fear even now 
when I think of it. And so, amid all the pain and suffering that I may 
have had to bear, I have always thought that all we have to suffer in 
this world is as nothing in comparison to the suffering of hell. It 
seems to me that we complain without reason. 


A Grand Mercy of Our Lord 


I repeat it: This vision was one of the grandest mercies of our Lord. It 
has been to me of the greatest service, because it has destroyed my 
fear of trouble and of the contradiction of the world, and because it 
has made me strong enough to bear up against them, and to give 
thanks to our Lord, who has been my Deliverer, as it now seems to 
me, from such fearful and everlasting pains. 

Ever since that time, as I was saying, everything seems endurable 
in comparison with one instant of suffering such as those I had then 


to bear in hell. I am filled with fear when I see that, after frequently 
reading books which describe in some manner the pains of hell, I 
was not afraid of them, nor made any account of them. Where was I? 
How could I possibly take any pleasure in those things which led me 
directly to so dreadful a place? 

Be blessed forever, O my God! How manifest it is that you loved 
me much more than I loved you! How often, O Lord, did you save 
me from that fearful prison! And how I used to get back to it, 
contrary to your will. 


Desires for the Salvation of Souls 


It was that vision which filled me with the very great distress that I 
feel at the sight of so many lost souls, especially of those who have 
left the Church, for they were once members of the Church by 
baptism. It also gave me the most vehement desires for the salvation 
of souls; for certainly I believe that, to save even one from those 
overwhelming torments, I would most willingly endure many deaths. 

If here on earth we see one whom we specially love in great 
trouble or pain, our very nature seems to bid us to have compassion 
on him. And if those pains are great, we are troubled ourselves. 
What, then, must it be to see a soul in danger of pain, the most 
grievous of all pains, forever? 

Who can endure it? It is a thought no heart can bear without 
great anguish. Here we know that pain ends with life at last, and 
that there are limits to it. Yet the sight of it moves our compassion 
so greatly. That other pain has no ending; and I do not know how we 
can be calm, when we see Satan carry so many souls away daily. 

This also makes me wish that, in a matter that concerns us so 
much, we did not rest satisfied with doing less than we can do on 
our part—that we left nothing undone. May our Lord grant us his 
grace for that end! 

I consider how, notwithstanding my very great wickedness, I took 
some pains to please God, and abstained from certain things which I 
know the world makes light of; that I suffered grievous infirmities, 
and with great patience, which our Lord gave me; that I was not 
inclined to murmur or to speak ill of anybody; that I could not—I 
believe so—wish harm to any one; that I was not, to the best of my 
recollection, either avaricious or envious, so as to be grievously 


offensive in the sight of God; and that I was free from many other 
faults; for even though I was so wicked, I had lived constantly in the 
fear of God. 


Avoid All Occasions of Sin 


Even though all that was the case, I had to look at the very place 
that the devils kept ready for me. It is true that, considering my 
faults, I had deserved a still heavier chastisement. But for all that, I 
repeat it, the torment was fearful, and we run a great risk whenever 
we please ourselves. 

No soul should take either rest or pleasure that is liable to fall 
every moment into mortal sin. Let us, then, for the love of God, 
avoid all occasions of sin, and our Lord will help us, as he has helped 
me. May it please His Majesty never to let me out of his hands, so 
that I might not turn back and fall, now that I have seen the place 
where I must dwell if I do. I entreat our Lord, for His Majesty’s sake, 
never to permit it. Amen. 

When I had seen this vision, and had learned other great and 
hidden things that our Lord, in his goodness, was pleased to show 
me—namely, the joy of the blessed and the torment of the wicked—I 
longed for the way and the means of doing penance for the great evil 
I had done, and of meriting in some degree, so that I might gain so 
great a good. So I wished to avoid all society, and to withdraw 
myself utterly from the world. I was in spirit restless, yet my 
restlessness was not harassing, but rather pleasant. 

I saw clearly that it was the work of God, and that His Majesty 
had furnished my soul with fervor, so that I might be able to digest 
other and stronger food than I had been accustomed to eat. I tried to 
think what I could do for God, and thought that the first thing was 
to follow my vocation to a religious life, which His Majesty had 
given me, by keeping my rule in the greatest perfection possible. 


“A MONSTER WHO 


LOOKED LIKE A WORM” 
St. Hildegard of Bingen 


The German Benedictine abbess St. Hildegard of Bingen (1098- 


1179) is remembered today, not only as a mystical visionary, but 
also as a poet, musician, composer, scientist, playwright, healer, and 
Doctor of the Church. The first of her three volumes of visionary 
theology is entitled Scivias (a shortened form of the Latin Sci vias 
Domini, meaning “Know the Ways of the Lord”). It was written over 
a period of almost ten years and was praised by Pope Eugenius III, 
her contemporary. 

Scivias reports twenty-six of the mystic’s visions. Two of them are 
included here in part: a vision of hell and a vision of the Devil. Both 
include fervent exhortations to turn from sin and return to God, so 
that readers can escape the terrors that she has seen. 


A Vision of Hell 


Behold! A pit appeared, immense in breadth and depth. The opening 
was like the mouth of a well, with flames and smoke and a noxious 
stench pouring out from it.... And once more I heard the One who 


had spoken to me before, saying: ... 

“The pit of immense breadth and depth that appeared to you is 
hell. It lies broad with vice and deep with damnation, as you can 
see. It does indeed have an opening like the mouth of a well, with 
flames and smoke and a noxious stench pouring out from it, because 
in its rapacious hunger for souls, it displays to them sweetness and 
gentleness, yet with wicked deceit it leads them to the miseries of 
damnation. 

“There burns a flame with black smoke rising up, and a foul 
odor. These dreadful tortures were prepared for the Devil and those 
who followed him in turning away from [God,] the Supreme Good, 
not desiring to know It or understand It. For this reason they have 
been cast out from all good—not because they were ignorant of the 
good, but because in their great arrogance they despised it.... 

“This outer darkness, filled with various torments, was created 
when the Devil was cast down. These evil spirits, rather than 
possessing the glory that had been prepared for them, were 
subjected to the agony of a multitude of punishments. Having lost 
the brightness they had possessed, they now suffered the deepest 
darkness. 

“How? When the spirit [Lucifer] exalted himself on high like a 
serpent, he was cast into the prison of hell, because it was not 
possible that any creature could prevail over God. How could two 
hearts possibly beat in one breast? In the same way, two gods could 
not exist in heaven. Because the Devil and those who followed him 
chose pride and presumption, he discovered that the pit of hell was 
prepared for him. In addition, the people who imitate the demons’ 
actions receive a share of their torments, according to what they 
deserve.” ... 


Some Souls Are in Purgatory 


“Some souls, having come to the point of damnation, are turned 
away from the knowledge of God. So they will suffer the pains of 
hell without the consoling possibility of deliverance. But some, 
whom God has not cast into the void, undergo a_ higher 
transformation that purges the sins into which they have fallen. In 
the end, being liberated from their chains, they are brought to rest. 
“How is this? Gehenna is prepared to receive those who have 


shamelessly forgotten God in their hearts. But other torments await 
those who, even though they have committed evil deeds, do not 
continue them to the end, but instead, with groans, turn their faces 
back to God. For this reason, then, let the faithful run from the Devil 
and love God, casting away evil deeds and adorning their good 
deeds with the beauty of repentance. 

“As my servant Ezekiel, whom I inspired, urges: ‘Repent and turn 
from all your transgressions, lest iniquity be your ruin’ [Ez 18:30]. 
That is to say: You people who have taken pleasure in sin up until 
now, remember that you are called Christians. You who before now 
had countless vices and committed numerous crimes, turn to the 
path of salvation, performing good works in a flood of repentance. 

“In this way, as you arise from your wicked habits, the sin that 
had stained you will not pull you down deep in the destruction of 
death, since you will have flung it off in the day of your salvation. 
For this reason, the angels will exult over you, because you will have 
fled from the Devil and run to God.” ... 


A Vision of the Devil 


Lying on its back before that crowd of people dressed in white, as if 
across a road, was a monster who looked like a worm, amazingly 
huge and long. It provoked a feeling of horror and fury beyond 
words.... Now that worm was black and covered with bristles, full of 
open sores and abscesses. Its body displayed five parts from the head 
down through the abdomen to its feet, like stripes. One was green, 
one was white, one was red, one was yellow, and one was black. 
They were full of deadly poison. 

Even so, the monster’s head had been so powerfully crushed that 
the left side of its jawbone was dislocated. Its eyes were bloody 
outside and fiery inside. Its ears were round and covered with 
bristles. It had the nose and mouth of a viper, the hands of a man, 
and the feet of a viper. Its tail was stubby and horrifying. 

A chain was riveted around the neck of the worm, binding its 
hands and feet as well, and securely fastened to a rock in the abyss. 
In this way the monster was restrained so that it could not move 
around as its wicked will wished. Tongues of fire issued from its 
mouth, dividing four ways: One part ascended to the clouds, another 
breathed forth among people of the world, another among spiritual 


people, and the last descended into the abyss.... 

The flame that issued deep into the abyss inflicted various 
agonies on those who had worshipped Satan instead of God, without 
having been washed by the font of Baptism or knowing the light of 
truth and faith. I saw piercing arrows come whistling loudly from its 
mouth. Black smoke breathed out from its breast. Scalding liquid 
boiled up from its loins. A hot whirlwind blew out from its navel. 
And the filth of frogs poured out of its bowels. 

The assault of all these foul discharges terrified people. And the 
hideous stench that came out of the monster infected many people 
with its own perversion. Then behold! There came a host of souls, 
gleaming brightly. They stomped on the worm and tortured it 
severely. But they could not be harmed by its flames or its poison.... 

We see, then, that the power of God remains without failing, 
immovable for all eternity. His power displayed in saving souls 
oppresses the Devil so violently that he cannot by any means, within 
or without, steal redemption from the faithful, or prevent them from 
entering the joyful place from which Satan perversely exiled himself. 


“DESPAIR, LIKE A VULTURE, 
GNAWS EVERY HEART” 


Blessed Anne Catherine Emmerich 


Biessed Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774-1824) was a German 


Augustinian nun. From early childhood, the supernatural realm 
seemed ordinary to her; she frequently experienced mystical visions 
and displayed extraordinary gifts. She predicted certain happenings 
accurately and could hear and see remote events. When the sick 
came to visit her, though she had no medical training, she could 
diagnose the causes of their problems and prescribe remedies that 
worked. Nevertheless, her own physical condition was frail and 
troublesome. 

In 1812, the secular government closed the convent where she 
lived, and Anne Catherine was forced to seek lodging with a poor 
widow. In 1813, she became bedridden. Soon after, the stigmata— 
the wounds of Christ—appeared on her body, including the marks of 
the thorns and certain crosses that appeared on her breast. 

Some years later, a noted German poet, Clemens Brentano 
(1778-1842), visited her, was converted, and remained daily at her 
bedside from 1820 to 1824, taking notes on her visions and mystical 
experiences as she described them. Each day he would rewrite the 


notes, replacing her Westphalian dialect with standard German, then 
read them back to her for her revision and approval. 

In 1833, some years after the nun’s death, Brentano published 
the compilation of these notes under the title The Dolorous Passion of 
Our Lord Jesus Christ According to the Meditations of Anne Catherine 
Emmerich. Scholars have debated how much of the work may have 
actually been produced by Brentano; but in any case, its spiritual 
insights have found a wide audience. 

The book focuses on Anne Catherine’s visions of Our Lord’s 
suffering, death, and resurrection. They are remarkable for their 
vivid detail, their simplicity of style, and the passionate participation 
of the visionary in the agonies described. Anne Catherine reports 
that she saw how, after Jesus died, he descended into the realm of 
the dead, as the Creed teaches. She saw him enter in succession 
three infernal regions. 

First was the Limbo of the Fathers, where the souls of the faithful 
departed before his time had been kept in waiting until they could 
be released by Jesus’s triumph over the Devil at Calvary. Second was 
a “kind of purgatory,” whose suffering was redemptive. Third was 
hell, the realm of the damned. Here is presented her account of 
Jesus’s entry into hell. 

Of special interest for contemporary readers is her prophecy that 
Satan “will be unchained for a time fifty or sixty years before the 
year of Christ 2000.” 


Jesus Enters Hell 


When Jesus, after uttering a loud cry, expired, I saw his heavenly 
soul under the form of a bright meteor pierce the earth at the foot of 
the Cross, accompanied by the angel Gabriel and many other angels. 
His Divine nature remained united to his soul as well as to his body, 
which still remained hanging upon the Cross. But I cannot explain 
how this was, although I saw it plainly in my own mind.... 

Finally, [after he visited limbo and purgatory,] I beheld him 
approach the center of the great abyss, that is to say, hell itself. The 
expression on his face was most severe. 

The exterior of hell was appalling and frightful. It was an 
immense, heavy-looking building, and the granite from which it was 
formed, although black, was of metallic brightness. The dark and 


weighty doors were secured with such terrible bolts that no one 
could behold them without trembling. 

Deep groans and cries of despair could be plainly heard even 
while the doors were tightly closed. But, oh, who can describe the 
dreadful shouts and shrieks that burst upon the ear when the bolts 
were unfastened and the doors flung open? And who can depict the 
dejection of the inhabitants of this wretched place! 

The form in which the heavenly Jerusalem is generally 
represented in my visions is that of a beautiful and well-regulated 
city. In it, the different degrees of glory to which the elect are raised 
are manifested by the magnificence of their palaces, or the 
wonderful fruit and flowers with which the gardens are embellished. 


The City of Hell 


Hell is shown to me in the same form, as a city, but all within it is, 
on the contrary, close, confused, and crowded. Every object tends to 
fill the mind with sensations of pain and grief. The marks of the 
wrath and vengeance of God are visible everywhere. Despair, like a 
vulture, gnaws every heart, and discord and misery reign 
everywhere. 

In the heavenly Jerusalem all is peace and eternal harmony, 
because the beginning, fulfilment, and end of everything is pure and 
perfect happiness. The city is filled with splendid buildings, 
decorated in such a manner as to charm every eye and enrapture 
every sense. The inhabitants of this delightful dwelling are 
overflowing with rapture and exultation, the gardens gay with lovely 
flowers, and the trees covered with delicious fruits which give 
eternal life. 

In the city of hell, on the other hand, nothing is to be seen but 
dismal dungeons, dark caverns, frightful deserts, and fetid swamps 
filled with every imaginable species of poisonous and disgusting 
reptile. In heaven you behold the happiness and peaceful union of 
the saints; in hell, perpetual scenes of wretched discord, and every 
species of sin and corruption, either under the most horrible forms 
imaginable, or represented by different kinds of dreadful torments. 

Everything in this dreary abode tends to fill the mind with 
horror. Not a word of comfort is heard or a consoling idea allowed 
entrance. One dread-inspiring thought—that the justice of an all- 


powerful God inflicts on the damned nothing but what they have 
fully deserved—is the absorbing, terrifying conviction that weighs 
down each heart. 


The Temple of Anguish and Despair 


Vice appears in its own grim, disgusting colors, being stripped of the 
mask under which it is hidden in this world. The infernal viper is 
seen devouring those who have cherished or fostered it here below. 
In a word, hell is the temple of anguish and despair, while the 
kingdom of God is the temple of peace and happiness. This is easy to 
understand when seen; but it is almost impossible to describe 
clearly. 

The dreadful explosion of oaths, curses, cries of despair, and 
frightful cries that, like a clap of thunder, burst forth when the gates 
of hell were thrown open by the angels, would be difficult even to 
imagine. Our Lord spoke first to the soul of Judas, and the angels 
then compelled all the demons to acknowledge and adore Jesus. 
They would have infinitely preferred the most frightful torments to 
such a humiliation, but all were obliged to submit. 

Many were chained down in a circle that was placed around 
other circles. In the center of hell I saw a dark and horrible-looking 
abyss. Into this Lucifer was cast, after being first strongly secured 
with chains. Thick clouds of sulfurous black smoke rose from its 
fearful depths and enveloped his frightful form in its dismal folds. In 
this way the Devil was effectively concealed from everyone looking 
on. 

God himself had decreed this arrangement. I was likewise told, if 
I remember rightly, that he will be unchained for a time fifty or sixty 
years before the year of Christ 2000. The dates of many other events 
were pointed out to me that I do not now remember. But a certain 
number of demons are to be let loose much earlier than Lucifer, in 
order to tempt men, and to serve as instruments of the divine 
vengeance. I should think that some must be loosened even in the 
present day, and others will be set free in a short time. 

It would be utterly impossible for me to describe all the things 
that were shown to me. Their number was so great that I could not 
organize them sufficiently to define and make them intelligible. In 
addition, my sufferings are very great; and when I speak on the 


subject of my visions, I behold them in my mind’s eye portrayed in 
such vivid colors that the sight is almost enough to cause a weak 
mortal like myself to die. 


“FOUR PRINCIPAL TORMENTS” 


St. Catherine of Siena 


The Italian mystic St. Catherine of Siena (1347-1380) was a Third- 


Order Dominican, spiritual writer, and Doctor of the Church. Her 
spiritual testament comes down to us in a work entitled The Dialogue 
of Divine Providence, in which she tells of her extended conversations 
with God. Her contemporaries report that much of the work was 
dictated to others while she was in ecstasy, though she may have 
later edited it. 

The subject matter of this treatise ranges widely, with much of it 
a severe rebuke of the Christians in her day, both clergy and laity, 
for their manifold sins. Included in the account of her conversations 
is a description of the damned at death, in hell, and on Judgment 
Day. It might be more accurate to speak of this passage as a locution 
(something heard) rather than a vision, but in either case, it is 
profoundly wise and penetrating. Here God speaks to her in first 
Person. 


Four Principal Torments 


They have disparaged my mercy. So with justice I send them to 
damnation, with their cruel servant sensuality, and the cruel tyrant 


the Devil, whose servants they made themselves through their own 
sensuality. In this way, together they are punished and tortured, as 
together they have offended me. They are tormented, I say, by my 
ministering devils whom my judgment has appointed to torment 
those who have done evil. 

My daughter, the tongue is not sufficient to tell the pain of these 
poor souls. There are three principal vices. First is self-love. It gives 
rise to the second, love of reputation, which itself leads to the third: 
pride, with injustice and cruelty, and with other filthiness and 
iniquitous sins, that follow upon these. 

So I say to you that in hell, the souls have four principal 
torments, from which arise all the other torments. The first is that 
they see themselves deprived of the vision of me. This is such pain to 
them that, were it possible, they would rather choose the fire and 
the tortures and torments, and to see me along with them, than to be 
without the torments and not to see me. 

This first pain then revives in them the second, the worm of 
conscience, which gnaws unceasingly, knowing that the soul is 
deprived of me, and of the conversation of the angels. Instead, 
through sin the soul has been made worthy of the conversation and 
sight of the devils. The vision of the Devil is the third pain and 
intensifies in them their every agony. 


The Vision of the Devil 


The saints in heaven exult in the sight of me, refreshing themselves 
with joy in the fruit of their toils borne for me with such abundance 
of love and displeasure with themselves. In the same way, the sight 
of the Devil renews these wretched ones to torments. In seeing him, 
they know themselves more, that is to say, they know that, by their 
own sin, they have made themselves worthy of him. So the worm of 
conscience gnaws more and more, and the fire of this conscience 
never ceases to burn. 

The sight is even more painful to them because they see him in 
his own form, which is so horrible that the heart of man could not 
imagine it. And if you remember well, you know that I showed him 
to you in his own form for a little space of time, hardly a moment, 
and you decided (after you had returned to yourself) that you would 
rather walk on a road of fire, even until the Day of Judgment, than 


to see him again. With all this that you have seen, even you do not 
know fully how horrible he is. For by divine justice, he appears more 
horrible to the soul that is deprived of me, and more or less 
according to the gravity of that soul’s sin. 

The fourth torment that they suffer is the fire. This fire burns yet 
does not consume, for the substance of the soul cannot be consumed, 
because it is not a material thing that fire can consume. But I, by 
divine justice, have permitted the fire to burn them with torments, 
so that it torments them, without consuming them, with the greatest 
pains in various ways according to the variety of their sins: to some 
more, and to some less, according to the gravity of their fault. 

Out of these four torments issue all others, such as cold and heat 
and gnashing of the teeth and many others. They did not correct 
themselves after the reproof I gave them in this life concerning their 
injustice and false judgment. Nor did they change after the second 
reproof they received at the moment of death, but instead refused to 
hope in me or grieve for the offense done to me, but only for their 
own pain. So they have in this way miserably received eternal 
punishment. 


Judgment Day 


Now it remains to tell of the third reproof, which is on the Last Day, 
Judgment Day. In the general judgment, the pain of the miserable 
soul is renewed and increased by the reunion of the soul with its 
body. It is an unbearable reproof that will cause humiliation and 
shame. 

Know that on Judgment Day, the Word, my Son, will come with 
my divine majesty to reprove the world with divine power. He will 
not come like a poor child, as he did when he entered the womb of 
the Virgin, was born in a stable among the animals, then died 
between two thieves. At that time I concealed my power in him, 
letting him suffer pain and torment as a man—not that my divine 
nature was separated from his human nature, but I allowed him to 
suffer as a man to satisfy for your guilt. 

No, he will not come in that way when he comes on the last day. 
Instead, he will come with power, to judge the world himself. He 
will render to everyone his due, and there will be no one in that day 
who will not tremble. 


For the miserable ones who are damned, just to see him will 
cause such torment and terror that the tongue cannot describe it. To 
the just, it will cause reverent fear with great joy. This is not because 
his face changes, because he is unchangeable; but to the eye of the 
damned, it will appear that way, because of their terrible and 
darkened vision. 

The sun, which is so bright, appears dark to the diseased eye, but 
light to the healthy eye. It is not the defect of the light, but the 
defect of the diseased eye, that makes it appear one way to the blind 
and another to the man who can see. In the same way, those who 
are condemned will see his Face in darkness, in humiliation, and in 
hatred, not through any defect in my divine majesty, with which he 
will come to judge the world, but rather through their own defect. 

Their hatred is so great that they cannot will or desire any good. 
Instead, they continually blaspheme me. And do you know why they 
cannot desire good? Because their life has ended, their free will is 
now bound. 

For this reason, they cannot attain merit, because the season for 
doing so has passed. If they finish their life by dying in hatred with 
the guilt of mortal sin, their souls, by divine justice, remain forever 
bound with the bonds of hatred and forever obstinate in that evil. In 
this state, being gnawed by themselves, their pains always increase, 
especially the pains of those who have been the cause of damnation 
to others.... 


The Vision of the Bliss of the Righteous 


I have told you of the dignity of the righteous, so that you may know 
better the misery of the damned. For this is another of their pains: 
the vision of the bliss of the righteous, which is to them an increase 
of pain, just as to the righteous, the damnation of the damned is an 
increase of exultation in my goodness. As light is seen better in 
contrast to darkness, and darkness in contrast to light, so the sight of 
the Blessed increases their pain. 

With pain they await Judgment Day, because they see that 
following it will come an increase of pain in themselves. And so will 
it be: When that terrible voice shall say to them, “Arise, you dead, 
and come to judgment,” the soul will return to be reunited with the 
body, in the just to be glorified, and in the damned to be tortured 


eternally. 

The very sight of my truth, and of all the blessed ones, will 
severely reproach them and make them ashamed. The worm of 
conscience will gnaw the core of the tree—that is, the soul—and also 
the outward bark, which is the body. They will be reproached by the 
Blood that was shed for them, and by the works of mercy, both 
spiritual and corporal, which I did for them through my Son, and 
which they should have done for their neighbor, as the Holy Gospel 
teaches. 

They will be reproved for their cruelty towards their neighbor, 
for their pride and self-love, for their filthiness and avarice. And 
when they see the mercy that they have received from me, their 
reproof will seem to be intensified in harshness. For at the time of 
death, only the soul is reproved. But at the general judgment, the 
soul is reproved together with the body, because the body has been 
the companion and instrument of the soul—to do good or evil as the 
free will pleased. 


The Body Takes Part in the Judgment 


Every work, good or bad, is done by means of the body. And 
therefore, in justice, my daughter, glory and infinite good are 
rendered to my chosen ones with their glorified body, rewarding 
them for the toils they bore for me, together with the soul. But to the 
perverse ones will be rendered eternal pains by means of their body, 
because their body was the instrument of evil. 

For this reason, their body being restored, their pains will revive 
and increase at the sight of my Son. In contrast to their miserable 
sensuality with its filthiness, they will behold their human nature 
(that is, the humanity of Christ) united with the purity of my Deity, 
and this mass of their Adam nature raised above all the choirs of 
angels—while they themselves, by their own fault, are sunk into the 
depths of hell. 

They will also see generosity and mercy shining in the blessed 
ones, who receive the fruit of the Blood of the Lamb, with the pains 
that they have borne remaining as ornaments on their bodies, like 
the dye upon the cloth. This will be not by virtue of the body, but 
only out of the fullness of the soul, representing in the body the fruit 
of its labor, because it was the companion of the soul in the working 


of virtue. As the face of the man is reflected in the mirror, so the 
body will reflect the fruit of bodily toils, in the way that I have told 
you. 

The pain and humiliation of the darkened ones, on seeing so 
great a dignity—of which they are deprived—will increase. Their 
bodies will appear as the sign of the wickedness they have 
committed, with pain and torture. And when they hear that terrible 
command, “Go, cursed ones, to the eternal fire,” the soul and the 
body will go to be with the Devil without any remedy or hope. 

Each one will be wrapped up in various kinds of earthly filth, 
according to his evil works. The miser will be filthy with avarice, 
wrapping himself up with the worldly goods he loved so 
inordinately, burning in the fire. The cruel one will be filthy with 
cruelty; the lewd man with lewdness and miserable lust; the unjust 
with his injustice; the envious with envy; and the hater of his 
neighbor with hatred. And inordinate self-love, which gave birth to 
all their disorders, will be burned with intolerable pain, as the head 
and principle of every evil, in company with pride. In this way, body 
and soul together will be punished in various ways.... 


Free Will Is an Instrument 


The Devil, dearest daughter, is the instrument of my justice to 
torment the souls who have miserably offended me. And I have 
appointed him in this life to tempt and harass my creatures, not so 
that my creatures will be conquered, but so that they may conquer, 
proving their virtue, and receive from me the glory of victory. No 
one should fear any battle or temptation of the Devil that may come 
to him, because I have made my creatures strong and have given 
them strength of will, fortified in the Blood of my Son. Neither Devil 
nor any other creature can move that free will, because it is yours, 
given by me. 

You can freely choose, then, to hold it or leave it, as you please. 
It is an instrument, and if you place it in the hands of the Devil, right 
away it becomes a knife, with which he strikes you and slays you. 
But if you do not give this knife of your will into the hands of the 
Devil—if you do not consent to his temptations and harassments— 
you will never be injured by the guilt of sin in any temptation. 

In fact, you will even be strengthened by it, because the eye of 


your intellect will be opened to see my love that allowed you to be 
tempted, so you that you could arrive at virtue by being tested. For 
you do not arrive at virtue except through knowledge of yourself, 
and knowledge of me, and this knowledge is more perfectly acquired 
in the time of temptation. It is then you know yourself to be nothing, 
being unable to cast off the pains and afflictions that you wish to 
flee.... You see, then, that the Devil is my minister to torture the 
damned in hell, and to exercise and prove virtue in the soul in this 
life... 

Now you see, then, how great is the foolishness of men in making 
themselves weak, when I have made them strong, and in putting 
themselves into the hands of the Devil. For this reason, know that at 
the moment of death, they have passed their life under the lordship 
of the Devil—not that they were forced to do so, for they cannot be 
forced; they voluntarily put themselves into his hands. Arriving, 
then, at the point of death under this perverse lordship, they await 
no other judgment than that of their own conscience; and 
desperately, despairingly, they come to eternal damnation. 


“A SEA OF FIRE” 
The Children of Fatima 


In 1917, three humble shepherd children experienced a series of 


supernatural encounters with Our Lady at the Cova da Iria near 
Fatima, Portugal. Two of the children, Francisco and Jacinta de 
Jesus Marto, were brother and sister. They were accompanied by 
Lucia dos Santos, their cousin. 

Victims of the terrible influenza epidemic that swept through not 
long after, Francisco died in 1919 and Jacinta in 1920, fulfilling 
Mary’s promise to Jacinta that she would come soon to take them to 
heaven. They are now the Church’s youngest canonized saints who 
did not die as martyrs. Meanwhile, the cause for Lticia’s canonization 
(d. 2005) is now in process. 

The visions actually began in the spring and summer of 1916 
when they were visited three times by a heavenly messenger who 
identified himself as “the Angel of Peace” and “the Guardian Angel 
of Portugal.” He instructed them to pray with him and encouraged 
them to make sacrifices and spend time in adoration of the Lord. 

The first prayer he taught them was quite simple: “My God, I 
believe, I adore, I hope, and I love you. I ask pardon for those who 
do not believe, do not adore, do not hope, and do not love you.” In 
these words, we find the beginning of a theme that would wind 


throughout the heavenly messages to come: urgent concern for those 
who were separated from God. 

In May of the following year, the apparitions of Our Lady began; 
the children called her the woman “brighter than the sun.” Mary’s 
messages in the monthly visits that followed, and the “Miracle of the 
Sun” that took place in October, are known worldwide now. But of 
special interest here are her revelations about the horrors of hell and 
the insistence that we must pray for sinners to be converted so that 
they could be spared such a fate. 

During the apparition on June 17, Our Lady taught the children 
the prayer that many Catholics now pray at the end of each decade 
of the Rosary: “O my Jesus, forgive us our sins, save us from the fires 
of hell, lead all souls to heaven, especially those in most need of thy 
mercy. Amen.” Then she showed them a vision of the infernal 
regions. 

In a later visit, in August, Mary asked the children to “pray, pray 
very much, and make sacrifices for sinners; for many souls go to hell, 
because there are none to sacrifice themselves and to pray for them.” 
The vision had burned into their hearts the urgency of the matter, 
yet Our Lady continued to emphasize the importance of praying and 
making sacrifices for those who are hell-bound. 


Jacinta’s Compassion for the Damned 


The sight of the damned would have terrified even the most 
hardened of adult hearts. So we can only imagine the impression 
made on the minds of these devout youngsters who were only ten, 
eight, and seven years old at the time of the vision. Jacinta 
especially seemed to dwell on the matter. Though she was happy 
that Mary had told her she would go to heaven, she was concerned 
for those who would end up in hell. 

In her Third Memoir, Sister Lucia (she became a Discalced 
Carmelite nun) tells how the vision of hell had filled Jacinta “with 
horror to such a degree, that every penance and mortification was as 
nothing in her eyes, if it could only prevent souls from going there.” 
For example, Jacinta would give up her lunch and give it to the 
sheep. On sweltering afternoons under the hot sun, she would give 
up drinking water and give her ration to the sheep. 

Often she would remain on her knees for hours at a time, 


repeating the prayer to Jesus, taught by Mary to the children, to save 
souls from the fires of hell. Then, like someone waking from sleep, 
she would call out to Francisco and Lucia, “Are you praying with 
me? We must pray very much, to save souls from hell! So many go 
there! So many!” 

What exactly had the children seen and heard that made them so 
fervent to pray and sacrifice for sinners? Here is the vision, as 
recalled by Lucia many years later. 


A Sea of Fire 


She [Our Lady] continued: “Sacrifice yourselves for sinners, and say 
many times, especially whenever you make some sacrifice: ‘O Jesus, 
it is for love of you, for the conversion of sinners, and in reparation 
for the sins committed against the Immaculate Heart of Mary.” 

As Our Lady spoke these last words, she opened her hands once 
more, as she had done during the two previous months. The rays of 
light seemed to penetrate the earth, and we saw, as it were, a sea of 
fire. 

Plunged in this fire were demons and souls in human form, like 
transparent burning embers, all blackened or burnished bronze, 
floating about in the conflagration, now raised into the air by the 
flames that issued from within themselves together with great clouds 
of smoke, now falling back on every side like sparks in huge fires, 
without weight or equilibrium, amid shrieks and groans of pain and 
despair, which horrified us and made us tremble with fear. (It must 
have been this sight which caused me to cry out, as people say they 
heard me.) The demons could be distinguished by their terrifying 
and repellent likeness to frightful and unknown animals, black and 
transparent like burning coals. 

Terrified, and as if to plead for succor, we looked up at Our Lady, 
who said to us, so kindly and so sadly: “You have seen hell, where 
the souls of poor sinners go. To save them, God wishes to establish 
in the world devotion to my Immaculate Heart. If what I say to you 
is done, many souls will be saved, and there will be peace.” 


“CAVERNS AND PITS 
OF TORTURE” 


St. Maria Faustina Kowalska 


St Maria Faustina Kowalska (1905-1938) was a Polish nun of the 


Congregation of the Sisters of Our Lady of Mercy. She spent most of 
her time in the convent performing the most humble of tasks in the 
kitchen, in the garden, or as the porter. Yet she received 
extraordinary revelations from Jesus over a period of years, seeing 
him and having conversations with him. 

Our Lord spoke with Faustina about his mercy and gave her the 
mission of spreading devotion to his mercy. Under obedience to her 
superior, she recorded the revelations she received in notebooks, 
numbering about six hundred pages. These notes later came to be 
published under the title The Diary of St. Maria Faustina Kowalska: 
Divine Mercy in My Soul. 

Pope St. John Paul II called St. Faustina “the great Apostle of 
Divine Mercy.” The revelations she received helped to increase 
devotion to God’s mercy through the worldwide publication of her 
diary and the Divine Mercy Image of Jesus (which was revealed in 
one of her visions); the praying of the Divine Mercy Chaplet and the 
Divine Mercy Novena; and the celebration of Divine Mercy Sunday 


each year on the Octave Day of Easter. 

In her diary, the saint reports how an angel once took her to hell. 
Some readers of her notes may be puzzled that a book about God’s 
mercy should include a description of such a vision. Yet as with 
many other such visions, the visionary is permitted to see the 
punishment of the damned as an act of mercy toward others, so that 
her witness might convince them to avoid such a miserable fate. 

The Divine Justice and the Divine Mercy are inseparable, united 
forever in the one nature of God. To reflect on God’s justice deepens 
our gratitude for his mercy and compels us to repent and seek his 
mercy. And if his justice terrifies us, yet his mercy gives us hope. 

No wonder, then, that Our Lord instructed St. Faustina to include 
as a “signature” of the Divine Mercy Image the simple words: “Jesus, 
I trust in you.” 


The Chasms of Hell 


Today, I was led by an angel to the chasms of hell. It is a place of 
great torture; how awesomely large and extensive it is! 

The kinds of tortures I saw: the first torture that constitutes hell 
is the loss of God; the second is perpetual remorse of conscience; the 
third is that one’s condition will never change; the fourth is the fire 
that will penetrate the soul without destroying it—a_ terrible 
suffering, since it is purely spiritual fire, lit by God’s anger; the fifth 
torture is continual darkness and a terrible suffocating smell, and 
despite the darkness, the devils and the souls of the damned see each 
other and all the evil, both of others and their own; the sixth torture 
is the constant company of Satan; the seventh torture is horrible 
despair, hatred of God, vile words, curses, and blasphemies. 

These are the tortures suffered by all the damned together, but 
that is not the end of the sufferings. There are special tortures 
destined for particular souls. These are the torments of the senses. 

Each soul undergoes terrible and indescribable sufferings, related 
to the manner in which it has sinned. There are caverns and pits of 
torture where one form of agony differs from another. I would have 
died at the very sight of these tortures if the omnipotence of God 
had not supported me. 

Let the sinner know that he will be tortured throughout all 
eternity, in those senses which he made use of to sin. I am writing 


this at the command of God, so that no soul may find an excuse by 
saying there is no hell, or that nobody has ever been there, and so no 
one can say what it is like. 


A Command From God 


I, Sister Faustina, by the order of God, have visited the abysses of 
hell so that I might tell souls about it and testify to its existence. I 
cannot speak about it now; but I have received a command from God 
to leave it in writing. The devils were full of hatred for me, but they 
had to obey me at the command of God. 

What I have written is but a pale shadow of the things I saw. But 
I noticed one thing: that most of the souls there are those who 
disbelieved that there is a hell. When I came to, I could hardly 
recover from the fright. 

How terribly souls suffer there! Consequently, I pray even more 
fervently for the conversion of sinners. I incessantly plead God’s 
mercy upon them. O my Jesus, I would rather be in agony until the 
end of the world, amidst the greatest sufferings, than offend you by 
the least sin. 
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“FEROCIOUS DEMONS IN 


THEIR RABID FURY” 
Venerable Maria of Agreda 


Biessed Maria of Agreda (1602-1665) was a Spanish Franciscan 


abbess and spiritual writer. She is best known for writing The 
Mystical City of God, A Divine History of the Virgin Mother of God. The 
work is presented as a record of special messages from heaven, 
received in contemplation and revealed in mysteries, that tell the life 
of Mary. It overflows with elaborate detail, describing both interior 
and exterior events beginning with the Virgin’s conception and 
extending to her coronation in heaven. 

The book provoked controversies from the beginning because it 
presented numerous problems when read as a precise theological 
treatise, a reliable historical account, an accurate scientific text, or 
even an exact record of what Maria heard and saw in her visions. 
She herself had been reluctant to see it published, perhaps sensing 
that the visions were intended more for her personal reflection than 
for public dissemination, and that much of what she saw and heard, 
as she often put it, was “indescribable” in the first place. We must 
keep in mind, then, that—as with all the visions of hell that come to 
us as claims to private revelation—we must approach her account as 


a narrative with profound spiritual insights, not as the equivalent of 
a video recording of places and events in the infernal realm. 

Blessed Maria’s vision presented here is distinguished by its focus 
on a scene in hell from long before her own lifetime. The occasion is 
the demons’ defeat by Christ’s death on the Cross. She sees Satan and 
his devils summoned to Calvary by Our Lady and compelled to 
watch and listen as the divine plan for their utter overthrow unfolds 
before them. 

Next, the evil spirits are cast down to hell in complete 
humiliation and confusion. Lucifer’s head has been crushed beneath 
the feet of Christ and his mother. He now holds a council of demons 
in the lowest regions of hell. 

Keep in mind that Maria’s vision was recorded nearly four 
centuries ago. Yet the plans she heard being plotted against the 
human race by Lucifer and his demons have found a disturbing 
fulfillment in our time. 


The Rout of Lucifer 


The rout of Lucifer and his angels from Calvary to the abyss of hell 
was more violent and disastrous than their first expulsion from 
heaven. As holy Job says (Job 10:21-22), that place is a land of 
darkness, covered with the shades of death, full of gloomy disorder, 
misery, torments, and confusion. Yet on this occasion the chaos and 
disorder was increased a thousand-fold, because the damned were 
made to feel new horror and additional punishments at the sudden 
meeting of the ferocious demons in their rabid fury. 

Certainly, the devils have no power to assign the damned to a 
place of greater or lesser torment. All their torments are decreed by 
divine justice according to the measure of the offenses of each of the 
condemned. But besides this essential punishment, the just Judge 
allows them to suffer other incidental punishments from time to time 
according to the occasion. For their sins have left roots in the world 
and cause much damage to others, who are damned on their 
account, and the new effects still arising from former sins cause 
these incidental punishments in the damned. 

In this way the demons devised new torments for Judas, for 
having sold and brought about the death of Christ. They also 
understood then that this place of dreadful punishments, where they 


had thrown him ... was destined for the chastisement of those who 
damned themselves by refusing to practice their faith in their lives 
and for those who purposely refuse to believe and avail themselves 
of the fruits of the Redemption. Against these the devils execute a 
more furious wrath, similar to the wrath they feel toward Jesus and 
Mary. 


An Infernal Council 


As soon as Lucifer was permitted to proceed in these matters and 
arise from the consternation in which he remained for some time, he 
set about proposing to his fellow demons new plans because of his 
pride. For this purpose he called them all together and, placing 
himself in an elevated position, he spoke to them: 

“You, who have for so many ages followed and still follow my 
battle standards to carry out revenge for my wrongs, know the injury 
that I have now sustained at the hands of this Man-God, and how for 
thirty-three years he has led me about in deceit, hiding his Divinity 
and concealing the operations of his soul, and how he has now 
triumphed over us by the very death that we have brought upon 
him. 

“Before he assumed flesh, I hated him and refused to 
acknowledge him as being more worthy than I to be adored by the 
rest of creation. Although on account of this resistance I was cast out 
from heaven with you, and was degraded to this abominable 
condition so unworthy of my greatness and former beauty, I am even 
more tormented to see myself thus vanquished and oppressed by this 
Man and by his Mother. 

“From the day on which the first man was created I have 
sleeplessly sought to find them and destroy them. And if I could not 
destroy them, I at least wished to bring destruction upon all his 
creatures and induce them not to acknowledge him as their God, so 
that none of them would ever draw any benefit from his works. This 
has been my intent, to this all my concern and efforts were directed. 

“But all in vain, since he has overcome me by his humility and 
poverty, crushed me by his patience, and at last has stripped me of 
the sovereignty of the world by his passion and frightful death. This 
causes me such an excruciating pain that, even if I succeeded in 
hurling him from the right hand of his Father, where he sits 


triumphant, and even if I could draw all the souls redeemed down 
into this hell, my wrath would not be satiated or my fury placated. 

“Ts it possible that the human nature, so inferior to my own, will 
be exalted above all the creatures? That it will be so loved and 
favored, as to be united to the Creator in the person of the eternal 
Word? That he will first make war upon me before executing this 
work, and afterwards overwhelm me with such humiliation? 

“From the beginning I have considered this humanity to be my 
greatest enemy. It has always filled me with intolerable abhorrence. 
O men, so favored and gifted by your God, whom I abhor, and so 
ardently loved by him! How will I hinder your good fortune? How 
will I bring upon you my unhappiness, since I cannot destroy the 
existence you have received? 


“How to Overcome Them?” 


“What will we now begin, O my followers? How will we restore our 
reign? How will we recover our power over men? How will we 
overcome them? 

“If men from now on will no longer be so senseless and 
ungrateful, if they will not be worse disposed than we ourselves 
toward this God-Man, who has redeemed them with so much love, it 
is clear that all of them will eagerly follow him. None will take 
notice of our deceits. 

“They will abhor the honors that we insidiously offer them, and 
they will love contempt. They will seek the mortification of the 
flesh, and they will discover the danger of carnal pleasure and ease. 
They will despise riches and treasures, and they will love the poverty 
so much honored by their Master. 

“All that we can offer to their appetites they will abhor in 
imitation of their true Redeemer. In this way our reign will be 
destroyed, since no one will be added to our number in this place of 
confusion and torments. All will reach the happiness that we have 
lost; all will humiliate themselves down to the dust and suffer with 
patience. And my wrath and haughtiness will avail me nothing. 

“Ah, woe is me! What torment this mistake causes me! When I 
tempted him in the desert, the only result was to afford him a 
chance to leave the example of this victory, and by following it, men 
can overcome me so much more easily. My persecutions only 


brought out more clearly his doctrine of humility and patience. In 
persuading Judas to betray him, and his adversaries to subject him 
to the deadly torture of the Cross, I merely hastened my ruin and the 
salvation of men, while the doctrine I sought to blot out was only 
the more firmly implanted. 

“How could One who is God humiliate himself to such an extent? 
How could he bear so much from men who are evil? How could I 
myself have been led to assist so much in making this salvation so 
full and wonderful? 

“O how godlike is the power of that Man who could torment and 
weaken me so! And how can this Woman, his mother and my enemy, 
be so mighty and invincible in her opposition to me? Such power in 
a mere creature is a new thing, and no doubt she derived it from the 
divine Word, whom she clothed in human flesh. 

“Through this woman the Almighty has ceaselessly waged war 
against me, though I have hated her in my pride from the moment I 
recognized her in her image or heavenly sign. But if my proud 
indignation is not to be relieved, I benefit nothing by my perpetual 
war against this Redeemer, against his mother, and against men. 

“Now then, you demons who follow me, now is the time to give 
way to our wrath against God. Come all of you to take counsel what 
we are to do; for I desire to hear your opinions.” 


The Demons Advise Lucifer 


Some of the principal demons gave their answers to this dreadful 
proposal, encouraging Lucifer by suggesting various schemes for 
hindering the fruit of the Redemption among men. They all agreed 
that it was not possible to injure the person of Christ, to diminish the 
immense value of his merits, to destroy the efficacy of the 
Sacraments, to falsify or abolish the doctrine that Christ had 
preached. Yet they resolved that, in accordance with the new order 
of assistance and favor established by God for the salvation of men, 
they should now seek new ways of hindering and preventing the 
work of God by even greater deceits and temptations. 

In reference to these plans, some of the astute and malicious 
demons said: “It is true that men now have at their disposal a new 
and very powerful doctrine and law, new and _ efficacious 
Sacraments; and in this woman, a new model and instructor of 


virtues, a powerful intercessor, and an advocate. Yet the natural 
inclinations and passions of the flesh remain just the same, and these 
sensual creatures who seek pleasure have not changed their nature. 

“Let us then, making use of this situation with increased 
astuteness, foil—as far as in us lies—the effects of what this God- 
Man has wrought for men. Let us begin strenuous warfare against 
mankind by suggesting new attractions, exciting them to follow their 
passions in forgetfulness of all else. In this way, being taken up with 
these dangerous things, men will not pay attention to anything else.” 

Acting upon this counsel they redistributed the spheres of work 
among themselves, so that each squadron of demons might, with a 
specialized competence, tempt men to different vices. They resolved 
to continue to propagate idolatry in the world, so that men might 
not come to the knowledge of the true God and the Redemption. 
Wherever idolatry would fail, they concluded to establish sects and 
heresies, for which they would select the most perverse and 
depraved of the human race as leaders and teachers of error.... 

Lucifer showed himself content with these infernal counsels for 
establishing opposition to divine truth and destructive of the very 
foundation of man’s rescue, namely, divine faith. He lavished 
flattering praise and high offices upon those demons who showed 
themselves willing and who undertook to find the blasphemous 
originators of these errors. 

Some of the devils charged themselves with perverting the 
inclinations of children at their conception and birth; others, to 
inducing parents to be negligent in the education and instruction of 
their children, either through an inordinate love or aversion, and to 
cause a hatred of parents among the children. Some offered to create 
hatred between husbands and wives, to place them in the way of 
adultery, or to think little of the faithfulness promised to their 
conjugal partners. 

All agreed to sow among men the seeds of discord, hatred, and 
vengeance, proud and sensual thoughts, desire of riches or honors, 
by suggesting fallacious reasoning against all the virtues Christ has 
taught. Above all, they intended to weaken the remembrance of his 
passion and death, of the means of salvation, and of the eternal 
pains of hell. By these means the demons hoped to burden all the 
powers and abilities of men with concern for earthly affairs and 
sensual pleasures, leaving them little time for spiritual thoughts and 
their own salvation. 


Lucifer Approves 


Lucifer heard these various suggestions of the demons and replied: “I 
am much in debt to you for your opinions. I approve of them and 
adopt them all. It will be easy to put them into practice with those 
who do not profess the law given by this Redeemer to men. 

“For those who accept and embrace his laws, it will be a difficult 
undertaking. But against this law and against those who follow it, I 
intend to direct all my wrath and fury. I will most bitterly persecute 
those who hear the doctrine of this Redeemer and become his 
disciples. 

“Against these, our most relentless battle must be waged to the 
end of the world. In this new Church I must strive to sow my weeds 
(Matthew 14:25): the ambitions, the avarice, the sensuality, and the 
deadly hatreds, with all the other vices, of which I am the head. For 
if once these sins multiply and increase among the faithful, they will, 
with their accompanying malice and ingratitude, provoke God’s 
anger, and justly deprive men of the helps of grace left to them by 
the merits of the Redeemer. If they strip themselves of these means 
of salvation, we will have assured victory over them. 

“We must also exert ourselves to weaken piety and all that is 
spiritual and divine, so that they do not realize the power of the 
sacraments and receive them in mortal sin, or at least without fervor 
and devotion. For since these sacraments are spiritual, it is necessary 
to receive them with a well-disposed will in order to reap their 
fruits. If they despise the medicine, they will languish in their 
sickness and be less able to withstand our temptations. 

“They will not see through our deceits. They will let the memory 
of their Redeemer and of the intercession of his Mother slip from 
their minds. In this way their foul ingratitude will make them 
unworthy of grace and irritate their God and Savior, so as to deprive 
them of his helps. In all this, I want all of you to assist me 
strenuously, losing no time and missing no opportunity for executing 
my commands.” 


Our Enemy Is Astute, Cruel, and Watchful 


It is not possible to rehearse all the schemes of this Dragon and his 
allies concocted at that time against the holy Church and her 


children.... It is enough to state that they spent nearly a full year 
after the death of Christ in conferring and considering among 
themselves the state of the world up to that time. They discussed the 
changes worked by Christ our God and Master, through his death 
and after having manifested the light of his faith by so many 
miracles, blessings, and examples of holy men. 

If all these labors of Our Lord had not been enough to draw all 
men to the way of salvation, it can be easily understood that Lucifer 
would have prevailed.... But alas, that truths so infallible, and so 
much to be dreaded and avoided by men, should in our days be 
blotted from the minds of mortals to the irreparable danger of the 
whole world! 

Our enemy is astute, cruel, and watchful, while we are sleepy, 
lukewarm, and careless! What wonder that Lucifer has entrenched 
himself so firmly in the world, when so many listen to him, and 
accept and follow his deceits; when so few resist him, and entirely 
forget about the eternal death that he so furiously and maliciously 
seeks to draw upon them! 

I beg those who read this not to forget this dreadful danger. If 
they are not convinced of this danger through the evil condition of 
the world and through the evils each one experiences himself, let 
them at least learn of this danger by the vast and powerful remedies 
and helps that the Savior thought it necessary to leave behind in his 
Church. For he would not have provided such antidotes if our 
spiritual sickness and danger of eternal death were not so great and 
formidable. 


II 


VISIONS REPORTED BY SAINTS 
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“A BLACK AND SMOKY RIVER” 
Pope St. Gregory the Great Reports Six Visions 


Pope St. Gregory the Great (c. 540-604), one of the most revered of 


the ancient successors of St. Peter, was a Father and a Doctor of the 
Church. A prolific author, he wrote among many other works the 
Dialogues, a collection in four books of the miracles and wonders 
reported by Christians in his day (the sixth century). Some of those 
involved in these stories, such as St. Benedict (c. 480-c. 547), are 
well known, but others are today rather obscure. 

In the Dialogues, St. Gregory offers no visions of his own. But he 
presents several stories of his contemporaries who had witnessed 
scenes from the infernal regions, most of them in what we would 
now call near-death experiences. And he obviously considers them 
reliable accounts, worthy of reflection. 

Note especially how the saint explains that the particular aspects 
of visions of hell are not necessarily to be taken literally. God may 
be using images of the things we know in this life, he concludes, to 
warn us of what we could suffer in the next life. 


The Vision of Reparatus 


When I first desired to lead a solitary life, I knew a certain old man 


called Deusdedit, deeply loved by the whole city, who was my friend 
and familiar acquaintance. He told me that, in the time of the Goths, 
a certain venerable man, called Reparatus, came to die. After he had 
lain still for a long time with his face appearing lifeless and his body 
stiff, many thought it certain that he had been dead. 

Nevertheless, as many of his friends and family wept over his 
passing, all of a sudden he came to himself, to the great admiration 
of his mourning household. Being returned to life this way, he told 
them to send a boy in a hurry to the Basilica of St. Lawrence built by 
Pope St. Damasus. He asked the boy to bring them word quickly 
what had become of Tiburtius the priest. This Tiburtius led an 
immoral and licentious life, as widely reported; and Florentius, who 
at that time was a priest in the same church, remembers full well his 
conversation and manner of life. 

When the messenger had gone, Reparatus, who had returned to 
life, told them that in the place where he was, he saw a great 
woodpile made ready. Tiburtius was brought there and laid upon it, 
and there he was to have been burned with fire. 

“Then another fire,” said Reparatus, “was prepared, whose flames 
burned so high that they reached from earth to heaven.” Everyone 
demanded that Reparatus tell them for whom the second fire was 
prepared. But he never told them, because he died as soon as he had 
spoken these words. 

Then the boy who had been sent to see what had become of 
Tiburtius returned. He reported that the priest had already died just 
a little before the boy arrived. By such a turn of events we can learn 
this: Since this Reparatus was carried to the place of torments to see 
them, returned afterward to life to tell what he had seen, then 
immediately afterward left this world, he didn’t see all these things 
for his own sake. Instead, he saw them for the sake of us who are 
still alive and have been granted time to amend our wicked lives. 

At the same time, the reason why Reparatus saw that great 
woodpile burning was not so that we should think that the fire of 
hell is fueled with any material wood as fire is fueled in this world. 
Rather, because he was to report these things to those who still 
remained in this world, his vision depicted the fire prepared for the 
wicked as if it were the same as the fire in our world, for this 
purpose: Through the things that we know and are acquainted with, 
we can learn to be afraid of those things that we have not seen or 
experienced.... 


God, in his great and bountiful mercy, has arranged that some 
after their death should immediately return again to life. Having 
seen the torments of hell—which beforehand, when they had heard 
about them, they refused to believe such things existed—they may 
now at least tremble over them, after they have seen them with their 
own eyes. 


The Vision of Peter 


For example, a certain Slavonian, who was a monk and lived with 
me here in Rome in my monastery, used to tell me that when he 
previously lived in the wilderness, he knew a monk born in Spain 
named Peter. Peter lived with him in the vast desert called Evasa. 
Peter reported to the monk that, before he came to live in the 
wilderness, he had died from an illness, then immediately was raised 
to life again. 

The man affirmed that he had seen the torments and 
innumerable places of hell, and many who were mighty men in this 
world were hanging in those flames. As he himself was carried away 
to be thrown into the same fire, suddenly an angel in beautiful attire 
appeared, who would not allow him to be cast into those torments. 
The angel spoke these words: “Go your way back again, and from 
now on be careful about what kind of life you live.” 

After these words, Peter’s body little by little became warm. 
Waking out of the sleep of everlasting death, he reported all that had 
happened to him. Afterward, he committed himself to such fasting 
and vigils! Though he had never before spoken about his experience, 
yet his very life and conversation spoke of torments he had seen and 
now feared. So God’s merciful providence, through his death in this 
world, prevented him from everlasting death. 


The Vision of Stephen 


Even so, the human heart is utterly obstinate and hard. So others 
may have a similar vision, and see the same pains, yet fail to reap 
the same profit. The honorable man Stephen, whom you knew very 
well, told me about himself that once when he was on business in 
the city of Constantinople, he fell sick and died. They looked for a 
surgeon to embalm his body, but they could not find one. 


So Stephen lay unburied all the following night. During that time, 
his soul was carried to the dungeon of hell, where he saw many 
things, which before he had refused to believe existed. When he was 
brought before the judge who sat there, the judge would not receive 
him into his presence, saying, “I commanded Stephen the blacksmith 
to be brought, not this man.” 

As soon as he heard these words, this Stephen was immediately 
restored to life. But Stephen the smith, who lived nearby, at that 
very hour departed this life. His death showed that the words the 
other Stephen had heard were quite true. 

Nevertheless, while one of the Stephens escaped death in this 
way at that time, three years since, the same man ended his days in 
that plague that lamentably wasted this city of Rome. (As you know, 
during that plague, men with their bodily eyes saw arrows that came 
from heaven, which struck many.) At that time a certain soldier was 
also at the point of death. His soul was carried out of his body, so 
that he lay void of all sense and feeling. 

Coming to himself again quickly, he told those who were present 
what strange things he had seen. He said (as many have reported 
who know the story well) that he saw a bridge, under which a black 
and smoky river ran, with a filthy and intolerable smell. But on the 
far side of the river were pleasant green meadows full of sweet 
flowers, in which stood also many groups of men dressed in white. 
Such a delicate fragrance was there, that the smell gave a wonderful 
contentment to all those who lived and walked in that place. 

Many mansions were there as well, all shining with radiant light. 
One especially magnificent and luxurious house was made of bricks 
that appeared to be gold. But whose house it was, he didn’t know. 

There were also along the bank of that river other houses. Some 
of them were touched by the stinking vapor rising from the river. 
Other houses were not touched by it at all. 

Now those who desired to pass over the bridge were subjected to 
this kind of trial: If someone wicked attempted to cross over, down 
he fell into that dark and stinking river. But those who were just and 
not hindered by sin securely and easily passed over to those pleasant 
and delicate places. 

There, he said also, he saw Peter, who had been steward of the 
Pope’s family and had died some four years before. Peter was thrust 
into a most filthy place, where he was bound and kept down with a 


great weight of iron. Inquiring why he was treated this way, he 
received an answer that all of us who knew his life can affirm to be 
most true. 

Peter suffered such pain, the soldier said, for this reason: 
Whenever he’d had any occasion to punish someone in his role as 
steward, he did it more out of cruelty than to show obedience to his 
master. No one who knew him can be ignorant of his merciless 
disposition. There also, the soldier said, he saw a priest whom he 
knew. Coming to the bridge, the priest passed over as safely as he 
had lived in this world sincerely. 

At the same time, the soldier saw on the same bridge the Stephen 
we described before, who had come back from death so he could 
have a chance to repent. As Stephen was about to go over the bridge, 
his foot slipped, and half his body was left hanging over the edge of 
the bridge. Meanwhile, certain terrible men rose out of the river, 
pulling him down by the legs. But certain other bright and beautiful 
persons were pulling him up by the arms. 

While they struggled this way—the wicked spirits to pull him 
down, and the good ones to lift him up—the soldier who beheld all 
this strange sight returned to life. So he never found out which way 
the struggle over Stephen’s soul ended. 

Through this miraculous vision we learn one thing concerning 
the life of Stephen: In him, the sins of the flesh struggled with his 
charitable works. Since he was pulled down by the legs, and pulled 
up by the arms, it is apparent both that he loved to give to charity, 
yet did not perfectly resist the sins of the flesh. But which of them 
had the victory, according to the secret examination of the supreme 
Judge, neither we know, nor the one who had the vision. 

Even so, it’s most certain that the same Stephen, after he had 
seen the places of hell and returned again to his body, never did 
perfectly correct his former wicked life. We know this because, so 
many years after he departed this world, he still leaves us in doubt 
whether he was saved or damned. From this we may learn that when 
the torments of hell are revealed to people, to some it is for their 
usefulness, and to others for a testimony against them: so that the 
former may see those miseries to avoid them, while the others may 
be punished even more. For they would not take heed of those 
torments, which they knew and with their own eyes saw.... 


The Vision of Theodorus 


We need to know, then, that sometimes souls, while they are in their 
bodies, witness some spiritual punishment: This happens to some for 
their own good, and to others for the edification of those who hear 
about it. For example, there was a lad named Theodorus (whose 
story, as I recall, I have told in my homilies to the people as well) 
who was a very unruly young man. He entered my monastery along 
with his brother, more out of desperation than out of his own good 
will. 

He took so little pleasure in spiritual conversation that it was 
death to him to hear anything that tended to the good of his own 
soul. He was so far from doing any good work that he could not even 
endure to hear about good works. He would openly protest, 
sometimes by cursing, sometimes in anger, and sometimes in 
scoffing, that he had never meant to take upon himself the habit of a 
religious life. 

This difficult boy, in the recent plague that consumed the 
greatest part of this city of Rome, was seriously stricken with the 
illness. When he came at last to the point of death, all the monks 
gathered in his chamber to pray for the happy departure of his soul, 
which seemed to be drawing near: one half of his body was already 
dead, and only in his breast a little life remained. 

The nearer they saw him to his end, the more fervently they 
commended him to God’s mercy. While they were occupied this way, 
suddenly he cried out to them, and with great shouting interrupted 
their devotions. 

“Go away!” he urged them. “Look—I’m being handed over to a 
dragon to be devoured, and your presence here prevents him from 
finishing me off. He has already swallowed up my head in his 
mouth! Now go your ways, so that my torments won’t be dragged 
out any longer, and he can finish what he’s about to do. If I’ve been 
given to him to be devoured, why do you keep me longer here in 
pain?” 

At these fearful words the monks said to him, “Why do you speak 
this way, good brother? Bless yourself with the sign of the holy 
Cross.” 

He replied to them, “Willingly I would, but I cannot, I am so 
loaded down with this dragon’s scales.” At these words the monks 


fell prostrate on the earth, and in great zeal with tears they prayed 
to God for his delivery out of the enemy’s hands. 

God mercifully heard them, for all of a sudden the sick person 
began to cry out, saying, “God be thanked! Look, the dragon that 
had come to devour me has fled away! Overcome with your prayers, 
he couldn’t stay here any longer. Now, I beg you, make intercession 
for my sins, for I am ready to turn to God, and wholly to renounce 
all kinds of worldly life.” 

In this way, the one who had been half dead was now preserved 
for a longer life. He turned to God with his whole heart, and after he 
had put on a new mind, and was a long time punished with 
afflictions, his soul at last departed from the miseries of this mortal 
life. 


The Vision of Chrisorius 


On the other hand, consider a man named Chrisorius. As his 
kinsman Probus told me, he was a man of substance in this world, 
but as full of sin as he was of wealth. He was surpassingly proud, 
given to the pleasures of the flesh, covetous, and focused on piling 
up riches. 

But when God determined to make an end of so many sins, he 
sent Chrisorius a great sickness. As his last moments drew near, in 
that very hour in which his soul was to leave the body, he was lying 
down with his eyes open. He saw certain cruel men and dark spirits 
stand before him, pressing upon him to carry him away to the pit of 
hell. 

At that fearful sight he began to tremble, to turn pale, to sweat, 
and with pitiful cries to crave for a truce with them. With faltering 
tongue, he began calling for his son Maximus, whom, when I was a 
monk, I knew to live the same kind of life as his father. He said, 
“Come away, Maximus, as fast as you can! Never in my life did I 
harm you; receive me now in your faith!” 

His son, greatly moved at these cries, hurried to him. His whole 
family, lamenting and wailing, came also to his room. None of these 
could see those wicked spirits, which pressed and harassed him. But 
because of his troubled mind, his paleness and trembling, they had 
no doubt of the evil spirits’ presence. 

He was so terrified by their terrible looks that he thrashed about 


in his bed. Lying upon his left side, he could not endure their sight; 
and turning to the wall, there also he found them. At last, being 
under such assault, and despairing of all means to escape their 
hands, he cried out with a loud voice: “Truce till tomorrow, truce till 
tomorrow!” 

Crying out in this way, he expired. This being the manner of his 
death, it is certain that he saw this fearful sight not for himself, but 
for us, so that his vision might do some good to us, whom God’s 
patience, with fatherly longsuffering, longs to see repent. For what 
profit reaped that man by seeing those foul spirits before his death, 
and by craving for that truce which he could not obtain? 


The Vision of the Hypocritical Monk 


There is also now living amongst us a priest of Isauria called 
Athanasius, who tells a terrifying story which in his time happened, 
as he says, at Iconium. For there was in that place, as he reports, a 
monastery where lived a monk who was highly respected. He was of 
good conversation, and in his life was very orderly. Nevertheless, as 
it became clear in the end, he was not at all as he outwardly 
appeared. 

Though he appeared to fast with the rest of the monks, yet he 
secretly ate his meat, a vice that none of the other monks ever 
discovered. But in time it was revealed in this way. The monk 
became seriously ill, so that no hope of life remained. So he asked all 
the monks of the convent to be called together, who all willingly 
came, truly thinking that, at the departure of so notable a man, they 
should have heard some sweet and good exhortation. 

But it turned out far otherwise. With great mental distress, and 
bodily trembling, he was forced to tell them that he was dying in a 
damnable state, saying: “When you thought that I fasted with you, 
then I ate my meat in secret places. Look, now I am turned over to a 
dragon to be devoured, who with his tail has tied up my hands and 
feet. His head he has thrust into my mouth, and in that position he 
lies sucking and drawing out my breath.” 

Speaking these words, he departed this life, because he had 
received no time to deliver himself by penance from the dragon that 
he saw. From this we learn that he had this vision only for the sake 
of those that heard it, since he himself could not escape from the 


enemy that he saw, and into whose claws he was given to be 
devoured. 
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“A STENCH, FOUL 


BEYOND COMPARE” 
St. Bede Reports the Vision of St. Drytheim 


Si. Bede the Venerable (c. 673-735) was an English Benedictine 


monk whose writings reflect a remarkable range of scholarship and 
depth of devotion. A Doctor of the Church, he made his mark on his 
generation, and on succeeding generations as well, as a biblical 
commentator, historian, biographer, linguist, translator, educator, 
poet, and chronologist. 

In his great work the Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 
this saint, known as “the Father of English History,” includes several 
reported visions of hell. In this chapter we present from those pages 
the vision of the monk St. Drytheim, who had his experience around 
the year 696, when Bede was a young man. His vision involved a 
near-death experience. 


A Memorable Miracle 


At this time a memorable miracle, like those of former days, was 
worked in Britain. So that the living might be aroused from the 
death of the soul, a certain man, who had been some time dead, rose 


again to the life of the body. He then related many memorable 
things that he had seen, some of which I have thought fit here 
briefly to describe. 

There was a certain master of the house in that district of the 
Northumbrians called Incuneningum, who led a godly life, as did 
everyone in his house. This man fell sick, and with his sickness daily 
worsening, he was brought to his last moments and died in the 
beginning of the night. Nevertheless, at dawn he came to life again 
and suddenly sat up. 

At this, all those who had been sitting around the body weeping 
fled away in great terror. Only his wife, who loved him more than 
they, remained with him, though trembling and terrified. So he 
comforted her, saying, “Don’t be afraid! I am now truly risen from 
the death that had gripped me, and I am permitted to live again 
among men. But from now on, I must not live as I was once did, but 
in a very different way.” 

Then rising immediately, he went to the oratory of the little 
town, and continuing in prayer all day, he came to divide all his 
substance into three parts: one, he gave to his wife; another, to his 
children; and the third, which he reserved for himself, he 
immediately distributed among the poor. Not long after, being set 
free from the cares of this world, he came to the monastery of 
Mailros, which is almost enclosed by the winding of the river Tweed. 

Having received the tonsure, he went alone to a place that the 
abbot had provided for his living quarters. There he continued till 
the day of his death in so great contrition of the mind and 
mortification of the body that even if his tongue had been silent, his 
life would have declared that he had seen many things either to be 
dreaded or coveted, which were hidden from other men. 


Fire and Ice 


In this way he related what he had seen while he was dead. 

“He who led me had a radiant face, and shining attire. We went 
in silence, as it seemed to me, toward the rising of the summer sun. 
And as we walked we came to a broad and deep valley of infinite 
length, which lay on our left. 

“One side of it was terrifying with raging flames. The other was 
no less intolerable, because violent hail fell, and cold snows came 


drifting and sweeping through the whole place. Both sides were full 
of the souls of men, which seemed to be tossed from one side to the 
other as if by a violent storm. When they could no longer endure the 
fervent heat, the hapless souls leaped into the midst of the deadly 
cold; and finding no rest there, they leaped back again to be burnt in 
the midst of the unquenchable flames. 

“Now a countless multitude of misshapen spirits were tormented 
this way both far and near, with this interchange of misery, as far as 
I could see, without any pause to rest. So I began to think that this 
might possibly be hell, of whose intolerable torments I had often 
heard men talk. My guide, who went before me, answered my 
thought, saying, ‘Don’t think that, for this is not the hell you believe 
it to be.’ 

“When he had led me farther little by little, deeply dismayed by 
that dreadful sight, all of a sudden I saw the place before us begin to 
grow dark and filled with shadows. When we entered them, the 
shadows gradually grew so thick that I could see nothing except the 
darkness and the shape and the attire of the one who led me. As we 
went on through the shadows in the lonely night, all of a sudden 
there appeared before us billows of foul flame, constantly rising out 
of a great pit and falling back again. 

“When I had been led there, my guide suddenly vanished and left 
me alone in the midst of darkness and these fearful sights. As those 
same billows of fire, without pause, at one time flew up and at 
another fell back into the bottom of the abyss, I saw that the 
summits of all the flames as they ascended were full of the spirits of 
men. Like sparks flying upward with the smoke, they were 
sometimes thrown up high; and again, when the vapors of the fire 
fell, they dropped down into the depths below. Moreover, a stench, 
foul beyond compare, burst forth with the vapors and filled all those 
dark places. 


Lamentation and Laughter 


“Having stood there a long time in much dread, not knowing what to 
do, which way to turn, or what end awaited me, all of a sudden I 
heard behind me the sound of a mighty and miserable lamentation, 
and at the same time noisy laughter, like the tumult of a rude 
multitude insulting captured enemies. When that noise, growing 
plainer, came close to me, I saw a crowd of evil spirits dragging five 


souls of men, wailing and shrieking, into the midst of the darkness, 
while they themselves exulted and laughed. 

“Among those human souls, I could discern, there was one shorn 
like a priest, one a layman, and one a woman. The evil spirits that 
dragged them went down into the midst of the burning pit. As they 
went down deeper, I could no longer distinguish between the 
lamentation of the men and the laughing of the devils, yet I still had 
a confused sound in my ears. 

“In the meantime, some of the dark spirits ascended from that 
flaming abyss. Running forward, they assaulted me on all sides. With 
their flaming eyes and the disgusting fire that they breathed forth 
from their mouths and nostrils, they tried to choke me. Then they 
threatened to lay hold on me with fiery tongs, which they had in 
their hands. Yet they dared not touch me in any way, though they 
tried to terrify me. 

“In this way I was surrounded on all sides by enemies and spirits 
of darkness. As I desperately looked around hoping to find some way 
to be saved, there appeared behind me, on the way by which I had 
come, a brightness like a star shining amid the darkness. Growing 
brighter little by little, it came rapidly toward me. When it came 
close, all those evil spirits who had sought to carry me away with 
their tongs dispersed and fled. 

“Now the one whose approach had sent them fleeing was the 
same one who had led me before. Then, turning toward the right, he 
began to lead me as if toward the rising of the winter sun, and 
having soon brought me out of the darkness, led me forth into an 
atmosphere of clear light.... 


Drytheim Returns to This Life 


[After showing a vision of those preparing for heaven, the angel asked, ] 
“Do you know what all these things are that you have seen?’ 

“T answered no, and then he said, ‘That valley which you saw, 
terrifying with flaming fire and freezing cold, is the place where 
some souls are tried and punished. They delayed to confess and 
correct their crimes, eventually sought to repent at the point of 
death, and in that state went forth from the body. 

“Because they, even at their death, confessed and repented, they 
will all be received into the kingdom of heaven on the day of 


judgment. But many are aided before the day of judgment, by the 
prayers of the living and their alms and fasting, and more especially 
by the celebration of Masses. 

“Meanwhile, that foul flaming pit you saw is the mouth of hell. 
Whoever falls in to it will never escape it for all eternity.’ ... 

““As for you, who must now return to the body, and again live 
among men, if you will seek diligently to examine your actions, and 
preserve your manner of living and your words in righteousness and 
simplicity, you will, after death, have a dwelling place among these 
joyful hosts of blessed souls that you behold.’ ... 

“When he had said this to me, I hated the thought of returning to 
the body, being delighted with the sweetness and beauty of the place 
which I had seen, and with the company of those I saw in it. 
Nevertheless, I dared not ask my guide anything. Then suddenly I 
found myself, though I don’t know how, alive again among men.” 

Now these, and other things that this man of God had seen, he 
refused to relate to slothful men and those who lived negligently. He 
told these things only to those who, being terrified of the dread of 
torments, or ravished with the hope of everlasting joys, would draw 
from his words the means to advance in piety. 

Near his cell lived a monk named Haemgils, eminent in the 
priesthood, whose good works were worthy of his office. He is still 
living, and leading a solitary life in Ireland, supporting his declining 
age with coarse bread and cold water. He often went to that man, 
and by repeated questioning, heard from him what kinds of things 
he had seen when out of the body. It is through his report that the 
details we have briefly set down have come also to our knowledge.... 


Drytheim’s Penance 


The visionary was assigned a solitary cell in a monastery, where he 
might give himself more freely to the service of his Creator in 
continual prayer. And since that place was on the banks of a river, 
he used to go there often to satisfy the great desire he had to do 
penance in his body. Often he would plunge into the cold water and 
continue saying psalms or prayers there as long as he could endure 
it. He would stand still while the waves flowed around him, 
sometimes up to the middle, and sometimes even to the neck in 
water. When he went ashore, he never took off his cold, wet 


garments till they grew warm and dry on his body. 

In the winter, the cracked pieces of ice were floating around him, 
some of which he himself had broken, to make room to stand or 
plunge in the river. Those who saw him would say, “We marvel, 
Brother Drytheim (for so he was called), that you are able to endure 
such severe cold.” 

He would answer simply—for he was a simple and sober-spirited 
man—“I have seen greater cold.” 

And when they would say, “We marvel that you choose to 
observe so hard a rule of discipline,” he would reply, “I have seen 
harder things.” 

In this way, until the day he was called from this world, in his 
untiring desire for heavenly bliss, he subdued his aged body with 
daily fasting, and advanced the salvation of many by his words and 
life. 
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“THE BLACK BOOK 


OF CRIMES” 
St. Bede Reports Visions of Two Wicked Men 


After St. Bede reported the vision of the holy man St. Drytheim in 


his Ecclesiastical History of the English People (see chapter 12), he 
went on to tell about the similar experiences of two wicked men (a 
layman and a monk) who had been his contemporaries in the 
kingdoms of Mercia and Bernicia in Britain. He offers their 
contrasting stories to impress on readers the necessity of living a 
holy life. 

As with the story about St. Drytheim, though these are not 
accounts of the author’s personal experiences, they are drawn from 
sources that the saint considers trustworthy. Once again, they take 
the form of near-death experiences. 


The Vision of the King’s Retainer 


On the other hand, there was a man in the province of the Mercians, 
whose visions and words—though not his manner of life—were of 
profit to others, but not to himself. In the reign of Coenred, who 
succeeded Ethelred, there was a layman who was a king’s retainer. 


He was no less acceptable to the king for his outward 
industriousness, than displeasing to him for his neglect of his own 
soul. 

The king diligently admonished him to confess and amend, and 
to forsake his evil ways, so that he might not lose all time for 
repentance and conversion by a sudden death. But though frequently 
warned, he despised the words of salvation, and promised that he 
would do penance at some future time. In the meantime, falling sick, 
he took to his bed and was tormented with severe pains. 

The king came to him (for he dearly loved the man) and urged 
him, even then, before he died to repent of his sins. But he answered 
that he would not confess his sins at that time. Rather, he would do 
it after he had recovered from his sickness, because his friends might 
chide him for doing in fear of death what he had refused to do in 
good health. 

He thought he spoke very bravely. But afterward it appeared that 
he had been miserably deceived by the wiles of the Devil. With the 
disease increasing, the king came again to visit and admonish him. 
But he cried out right away with a sorrowful voice, “What do you 
want now? What have you come for? For you can no longer do 
anything for my profit or salvation.” 

The king answered, “Don’t say that! Pay attention and don’t act 
crazy.” 

“Tm not crazy,” he replied. “I now know the worst and have it 
for certain before my eyes.” 

“What is that?” said the king. 


Two Books 


“Only a while ago,” he replied, “there came into this room two 
handsome young men. They sat down by me, one at my head, and 
the other at my feet. One of them took out a most beautiful book, 
but a very small one, and gave it me to read. 

“When I looked into it, I found there all the good actions I had 
ever done in my life written down. But they were very few and 
insignificant. They took back the book and said nothing to me. 

“Then, all of a sudden, there appeared an army of evil spirits 
with hideous faces. They surrounded this house outside and, sitting 
down, filled the greater part of the house inside. One of them, by the 


blackness of his gloomy face, and his position sitting above the rest, 
seemed to be their leader. 

“He took out a book that was terrifying to behold, so monstrous 
in size that it could hardly be lifted. Then he commanded one of his 
followers to bring it to me to read. Having read it, I found there 
most plainly written in hideous characters all the crimes I ever 
committed—not only in word and deed, but even in the least 
thought. 

“Then he said to those glorious men in white raiment who sat 
beside me, ‘Why are you sitting here, since you know for certain that 
this man is ours?’ 

“They answered, ‘You speak truly. Take him and lead him away 
to fill up the measure of your damnation.’ 

“Once this was said, they vanished, and two wicked spirits arose, 
having in their hands ploughshares. One of them struck me on the 
head, and the other on the foot. These blades are now with great 
torment creeping into the inward parts of my body. As soon as they 
meet I will die, and since the devils are ready to snatch me away, I 
will be dragged into the dungeons of hell.” 

In this way the wretch spoke in his despair. Soon afterward he 
died, and now he suffers in eternal torments the penance that he 
failed to suffer for a short time to bear the fruits of forgiveness. It is 
clear (as the blessed Pope Gregory writes of certain persons) that he 
did not see these things for his own sake, since they were of no 
benefit to him. Instead, he saw all this for the sake of others who, 
knowing his fate, should be afraid to postpone the time of 
repentance, while they have the opportunity. Otherwise, they might 
be prevented by sudden death, and perish without having repented. 

This man saw various books laid there before him by the good 
and evil spirits; by God’s arrangement, this was done by Divine 
dispensation, so that we may keep in mind that our deeds and 
thoughts are not scattered to the winds, but are all preserved to be 
examined by the Supreme Judge. In the end, they will be shown to 
us either by friendly angels or by the enemy. 

The angels first took out a white book, and then the devils a 
black one. The former was a very small one, and the latter one quite 
large. So we should observe that in his early years he did some good 
deeds, all which he nevertheless obscured by the evil actions of his 
youth. 


If, on the other hand, he had taken care in his youth to correct 
the errors of his boyhood, and by well-doing to put them away from 
the sight of God, he might have been admitted to the fellowship of 
those of whom the Psalm says, “Blessed is he whose transgression is 
forgiven, whose sin is covered” (Ps 32:1). 

This story, as I learned it from the venerable Bishop Pechthelm, I 
have thought worthy to set forth plainly, for the salvation of those 
who may read or hear it. 


The Vision of the Monk of Bernicia 


I myself knew a brother—would to God I had not known him!— 
whose name I could mention if it were of any benefit. He lived in a 
famous monastery, but he himself lived infamously. He was often 
rebuked by the brothers and elders of the place, and admonished to 
be converted to a more chastened life. Though he would not listen to 
them, they long endured with patience, because they needed his 
practical service, for he was a skilled artisan. 

Even so, he was frequently given to drunkenness, and other 
pleasures of a careless life. He more often hung around in his 
workshop day and night than he attended church to sing and pray 
and hear the word of life with the brothers. For this reason, it 
happened to him according to the old saying: Whoever will not 
willingly humble himself and enter the gate of the church will be led 
against his will into the gate of hell, being damned. 

Falling sick, and being brought to the point of death, he called 
the brothers. With sorrowful cries, like one who is damned, he began 
to tell them what he saw: Hell was opened, and Satan was sunk in its 
depths. Caiaphas, with the others who killed our Lord, were right 
beside him, given over to avenging flames. 

“Where they are,” he said, “I see a place of eternal damnation 
prepared for me, miserable wretch that I am!” 

The brothers, hearing these words, diligently began urging him to 
repent even then, while he was still in the body. He answered in 
despair, “There is no time for me now to change my way of life, 
when I have myself seen my judgment passed.” 

While uttering these words, he died without having received the 
saving Viaticum. So his body was buried in the farthest parts of the 
monastery lands, and no one dared either to say Masses or sing 


psalms, or even to pray for him. Oh, how far apart has God 
separated light from darkness! 


Despair and Damnation 


The blessed Stephen, the first martyr, when he was about to suffer 
death for the truth, saw the heavens opened, and the glory of God, 
and Jesus standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:56). Where he 
was to be after death, there he fixed the eyes of his mind, so that he 
might die more joyfully. 

But this workman, with a darkened mind and life, when death 
was at hand saw hell opened, and witnessed the damnation of the 
Devil and his followers. He saw also—unhappy wretch!—his own 
prison among them, so that, despairing of salvation, he might 
himself die the more miserably, but might by his damnation provide 
a help to salvation for the living who would hear about it. 

This all happened recently in the province of the Bernicians. 
Being spread abroad, far and near, the news inclined many to do 
penance for their sins without delay. Would to God that this also 
might come to pass through the reading of these words! 
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“FIRE AND SERPENTS 


WERE CONSUMING HIM” 
St. Alphonsus Liguori Reports the Vision 
of Blessed Richard of St. Ann 


The Italian bishop St. Alphonsus Liguori (1696-1787) was the 


founder of the Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer (the 
Redemptorists) and a Doctor of the Church. This prolific spiritual 
writer was also a moral theologian, Scholastic philosopher, poet, 
musician, and composer. He had a special devotion to Our Lady that 
is reflected in all his works. 

Among his devotional books that remain popular today is The 
Glories of Mary. One of those “glories,” St. Alphonsus insists, is the 
Blessed Virgin’s special assistance to those who ask for it, even if the 
request is only half-hearted. He offers as a particularly compelling 
example of her aid, even to a hardened sinner bound for hell, the 
case of Blessed Richard of St. Ann (d. 1622). 

Richard was born in Flanders to a family of Spanish descent. He 
worked as a tailor in Brussels until he joined the Franciscans as a lay 
brother. He was sent as a missionary first to Mexico and then to the 
Philippines, where he was ordained a priest. 

Blessed Richard went on to serve in India and then in Japan in 


1613. He worked there until he was arrested by Japanese authorities 
who were brutally persecuting the Church in that land. He was 
executed by being burned at the stake in Nagasaki, Japan, in 1622. 

Those who knew Richard as a young man could never have 
anticipated the course of his later life as a faithful Catholic priest, 
missionary, and martyr. His youthful immorality was notorious, and 
he seemed oblivious to the eternal consequences to which such a 
lifestyle, unrepented, would lead. But one night an apparition of a 
damned soul changed all that. 

Richard later recalled how this event was the primary reason for 
his conversion and entrance into the Franciscan order. His testimony 
appears in The Annals of the Franciscan Missions; in the third book of 
a work by Adrian Lyroeus entitled Trisagium Marianum; and in The 
Glories of Mary. The account presented here is from St. Alphonsus’s 
work. 


A Late-Night Visitor 


In the year 1604 there lived in a city of Flanders two young students. 
Instead of attending to their studies, they gave themselves up to 
decadence and debauchery. One night they visited the house of a 
prostitute. One of them, named Richard, after some time returned 
home. But the other remained there. 

After he arrived home, Richard was undressing to go to bed when 
he remembered that he had not recited that day, as usual, some Hail 
Marys. He was oppressed with drowsiness and very weary, yet he 
roused himself and recited them—although without devotion, and 
only half awake. He then went to bed. 

Having just fallen asleep, Richard heard a loud knocking at the 
door. But right away, before he even had time to open it, he saw 
before him his companion, with a hideous and ghastly appearance. 

“Who are you?” he said to him. 

“Don’t you know me?” replied the other. 

“But what has changed you so much? You look like a demon.” 

“Alas!” exclaimed the poor wretch. “I am damned.” 

“And how is this?” 

“You need to know,” he said, “that when I came out of that 
infamous house, a devil attacked me and strangled me. My body lies 
in the middle of the street, and my soul is in hell. 


“You need to know as well that you would have had the same 
punishment as I have. But the Blessed Virgin, on account of those 
few Hail Marys said in her honor, has rescued you. It will be happy 
for you if you know how to avail yourself of this warning that the 
Mother of God sends you through me.” 


Richard Repents 


After these words he opened his cloak, showed the fire and serpents 
that were consuming him, and then disappeared. Then young 
Richard, bursting into a flood of tears, threw himself with his face on 
the ground to thank Mary, his deliverer. While he was turning over 
in his thoughts a change of life, he heard the matin bell of a 
neighboring Franciscan monastery. 

“That’s where,” he exclaimed, “God calls me to do penance!” 

Richard went immediately to the convent to beg the fathers to 
receive him. Knowing how bad his life had been, they objected. But 
after he had related the circumstance that had brought him there, 
weeping bitterly all the while, two of the fathers went out to search 
in the street. 

They actually found there the dead body of his companion, 
having the marks of strangulation, and black as a coal. Given this 
circumstance, the young man was received into the monastery. 

From that time on, Richard led an exemplary life. He went into 
India to preach the faith; from thence passed to Japan, and finally 
had the good fortune to receive the grace of dying a martyr for Jesus 
Christ, by being burned alive. 


St. Alphonsus Concludes With a Prayer 


O Mary! O my most dear mother! In what an abyss of evil I would 
find myself, if you, with your kind hand, had not so often preserved 
me! Yes, how many years would I already have been in hell if you, 
with your powerful prayers, had not rescued me! 

My grievous sins were hurrying me there; divine justice had 
already condemned me; the raging demons were waiting to execute 
the sentence. But you appeared, O Mother, without my even calling 
on you or asking you, and you have rescued me. O my dear 
deliverer, how can I repay you for so much grace and so much love? 


Il 


VISIONS ATTRIBUTED 
TO SAINTS 
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“THE TIME FOR 


REPENTANCE IS OVER!” 
The Apocalypse of Peter 


The Apocalypse of Peter (or the Revelation of Peter) contains the 


earliest known Christian description of hell outside of the New 
Testament. Dating from the middle of the second century, it claims 
to be an account of a vision that Christ granted to St. Peter of both 
heaven and hell. 

St. Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215) considered the book to be 
inspired Scripture. The anonymous author of the famous Muratorian 
Fragment (c. 170) did as well, including it in what is now the oldest 
surviving list of New Testament books. However, the same author 
notes that not all the local churches of his day allowed it to be read 
in the public liturgy—an indicator that they did not accept it as 
inspired Scripture. The fifth-century Church historian Sozomen 
reports that in his day, it was read in the churches of Palestine each 
year on Good Friday. 

In the end, though the Apocalypse of Peter was popular among 
many early Christians, it was not included in the biblical canon of 
the universal Church. At least two fragmented versions of the book 
have survived, one in Greek and a longer one in Ethiopic. 


Ancient texts of this kind often take as their starting point a scene 
from one of the Gospels or the Acts of the Apostles. Then they go on 
to elaborate alleged details of what took place that were not 
recorded in Scripture. In this case, the scene (as described in the 
Ethiopic version) is the Gospel of Matthew passage known as “the 
Little Apocalypse,” where Our Lord sits on the Mount of Olives to 
answer his disciples’ questions about “the close of the age” (Mt 
24:3ff). 

An important note here: This text documents that the Church’s 
condemnation of abortion dates back to ancient times. 


The Vision of Hell in the Greek Version 
Various Punishments for Various Sins 


[St. Peter reported:] Those who dwelled in the first place we were 
shown were dressed like shining angels, and their clothing was 
beautiful like their land. Angels ran all around them there, and the 
glory of those who dwelled there was all equal. With one voice they 
praised the Lord God, rejoicing in that place. Then the Lord said to 
us: “This is the place of your leaders, the righteous men.” 

I saw also another place over against that one, quite squalid. It 
was a place of punishment, and those who were punished, and the 
angels who punished them, wore clothing that was dark like the air 
of the place. 

Some there were hanging by their tongues. These were the ones 
who had blasphemed the way of righteousness. Under them was laid 
a fire, blazing up and tormenting them. 

There was also a great lake full of flaming mire, in which were 
certain men who had turned away from righteousness. Tormenting 
angels were assigned to them. 

There were others as well, women who were hanged by their hair 
above that mire, which boiled up on them. These were the ones who 
had adorned themselves to engage in adultery. 

The men who had joined with them in the defilement of adultery 
were hanging by their feet, with their heads immersed in the boiling 
mire. They said: “We didn’t believe we would ever end up here!” 

I saw the murderers and their accomplices cast into a narrow 
place full of evil snakes. Being stung by those serpents, they were 
writhing about in torment. Also covering them were worms, thick 


like clouds of darkness. And the souls of those who had been 
murdered stood and looked on the torment of their murderers and 
said, “O God, righteous is your judgment.” 

Near that place I saw another narrow place, where all the gore 
and filth of those in torment ran down, pooling like a lake. And 
there sat women up to their necks in that liquid, and over against 
them sat crying many children who were taken from the womb 
before their due time. From these children shone forth rays of fire 
that struck the women in the eyes. These were the accursed ones 
who had conceived children but obtained abortions. 


Still Other Punishments 


Other men and women were being burned up to their middle and 
cast down in a dark place. There they were scourged by evil spirits, 
and their entrails were devoured by worms that never ceased. These 
were the ones who had persecuted the righteous and handed them 
over to death. 

Near to these were women and men gnawing their lips and in 
torment, with iron heated in the fire pressed against their eyes. They 
were the ones who had blasphemed and slandered the way of 
righteousness. 

Over against these were still others, men and women, gnawing 
their tongues with flaming fire in their mouths. These were the false 
witnesses. 

In another place were pebbles sharper than swords or any spit, 
red-hot, with men and women dressed in filthy rags rolling upon 
them in torment. These were the ones who were rich and trusted in 
their riches. They had shown no pity to orphans and widows, 
neglecting the commandments of God. 

In another great lake full of pus and blood and boiling mire stood 
men and women up to their knees. These were the ones who had 
lent money and demanded interest upon interest. 

Other men and women were being cast down from the top of a 
great cliff to the bottom. But those tormenters assigned to them 
drove them to go up the cliff again. From there they were cast down 
once more to the bottom, never resting from this torment. These 
were the ones who had defiled their bodies by acting as women; and 
the women with them were those who had lain with one another as 


a man lies with a woman. 

Beside that cliff was a place full of blazing fire. There stood men 
who with their own hands had made idols for themselves to worship 
instead of God. Beside them stood others with rods of fire, striking 
one another and never resting from this type of torment.... 

Still others were near them, men and women, burning and 
turning themselves over as if they were being roasted in a pan. They 
are the ones who had abandoned the way of God. 


Additional Scenes From the Ethiopic Version 
Aborted Children Will Accuse Their Parents 


[Jesus speaks to St. Peter:] Other men and women [who had aborted 
their children] will stand above them, naked, while their children 
stand over against them in a place of delight. They will sigh and cry 
to God because of their parents, saying: “These are the ones who 
have despised and cursed and transgressed your commandments and 
delivered us to death. They have cursed the angel who formed us, 
and have hung us up and withheld from us the light that you have 
given to all creatures.” 

The milk of their mothers flowing from their breasts will congeal, 
and from it will come flesh-eating beasts. These creatures will turn 
on them and torment them forever with their husbands, because 
they abandoned the commandments of God and killed their children. 
As for their children, they will be given to the care-giving angel. And 
those who killed their children will be tormented forever, for so God 
wills it.... 

In another place, very high, men and women climbing will have 
their feet slip, and they will go rolling down into a place where there 
is fire. In this way they will be tormented forever. These are the ones 
who did not honor their father and mother and of their own accord 
withdrew themselves from their parents. Therefore they will be 
punished forever. 

In addition, the angel Ezrael will bring children and maidens to 
show them those who are tormented. They will be chastised with 
pains, being hung up with a multitude of wounds inflicted by flesh- 
devouring birds. These are the ones who boast in their sins. They do 
not obey their parents nor follow the instruction of their fathers; 
they fail to honor those who are more aged than they. 


Beside them will be girls clad in darkness for a dress; they will be 
painfully chastised and their flesh torn in pieces. These are the ones 
who did not remain virgins until they were married, and with these 
torments they will be punished, and will feel them.... 

And again behold the corrupt women: They are hung up by their 
necks and by their hair; they will be cast into the pit. These are the 
ones who plaited their hair, not simply to be attractive, but to seek 
fornication, so that they might ensnare the souls of men and lead 
them to damnation. And the men who lay with them in fornication 
will be hung by their genitals in that place of fire. They will say to 
one another: “We didn’t know we would end up in everlasting 
punishment!” ... 


River of Fire, Wheels of Fire 


Near this place of torment will be men and women who cannot 
speak or see, dressed in white. They will crowd upon one another, 
and fall upon coals of unquenchable fire. These are those who gave 
alms and declared, “We are righteous before God.” But they did not 
pursue righteousness. 

Ezrael the angel of God will bring them out of this fire for their 
judgment to be rendered. This then is their judgment: A river of fire 
will flow, and all those who are judged will be drawn down into the 
middle of the river. And the angel Uriel will set them there. 

Wheels of fire are there, with men and women attached to them 
by the strength of their whirling. Those who are in the pit will burn 
—these are the sorcerers and sorceresses. These wheels, without 
number, will serve as a punishment by fire. 

After this, the angels will bring the elect and the righteous who 
are perfect in all uprightness. They will bear them in their hands, 
and clothe them with the robe of the life that is above. They will see 
fulfilled their desire for judgment on those who hated them, when 
they are punished, and the torment of each one for his deeds will 
last forever. 

Then all those in torment will say with one voice: “Have mercy 
on us, for now know we the judgment of God, which he declared to 
us before, yet we refused to believe.” 

But the angel Tatirokos [keeper of hell] will come and punish 
them with yet greater torment, saying to them: “So you want to 


repent now? The time for repentance is over because your life on 
earth is done!” 

And they will reply: “Righteous is the judgment of God, for we 
have heard and seen that his judgment is good; we are being 
rewarded according to our deeds.” 
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“THE ABYSS HAS NO BOTTOM” 
The Apocalypse of Paul 


The Apocalypse of Paul (or the Revelation of Paul) claims to be a 


report of the Apostle’s visions of heaven and hell. The earliest 
version of the work comes down to us probably from the early third 
century. We have evidence that the Egyptian theologian Origen (c. 
184-253) was acquainted with the book: His narrative of the soul’s 
fate after death is very similar to the one in the Apocalypse, and one 
ancient writer reports that Origen thought the book was accepted by 
the Church, though of course that was not the case. 

Written in Greek, the Apocalypse was widely read in the early 
centuries and has been preserved in various translations: Latin, 
Armenian, Old Russian, Syriac, Coptic, and a Greek abridgement. A 
number of other texts known as apocalypses with different central 
figures (such as the Blessed Virgin Mary or St. Pachomius) seem to 
have drawn material from this popular work. 

As with the Apocalypse of Peter, the book has a biblical scene as 
its premise, claiming to provide details not recorded in Scripture. St. 
Paul once told the Christians at Corinth that he had been “caught up 
to the third heaven” and received there “revelations of the Lord” (2 
Cor 12:1-2). Despite the Apostle’s insistence that what he heard at 
that time are “things that cannot be told, which man may not utter” 


(v. 4), the Apocalypse of Paul declares that these revelations have in 
fact been recorded in its pages. 

This Apocalypse was scorned by St. Augustine (AD 354-430) as a 
forgery, filled with fables (Tractate 98 on John). The sixth-century 
Gelasian Decree listed it as an apocryphal book not to be accepted as 
Scripture. Even so, it was extremely popular, especially in the West, 
and it exercised considerable influence on later visions of hell, most 
famously, Dante’s Inferno. That epic poem even mentioned explicitly 
(ii. 28) the visit to hell of the Lord’s “Chosen Vessel,” using a biblical 
title for the Apostle Paul (Acts 9:15). 

The Apocalypse of Paul can certainly not be viewed, then, as even 
a private revelation to the Apostle, and some of its passages would 
be difficult to square with Scripture. Even so, the portion describing 
hell provides a useful occasion for reflection on the potential 
consequences of sin and the horror of everlasting separation from 
God. 


The River of Fire 


The angel said to me, “Come, follow me, and I will show you the 
souls of the ungodly and the sinners, so you may know what kind of 
place they have.” 

And I went with the angel, and he took me by the way of the 
sunset.... And when I had gone beyond the ocean, I looked, and 
there was no light in that place, but darkness and sorrow and 
sadness. And I sighed. 

And I saw there a river of fire burning with heat, and in it was a 
multitude of men and women sunk in it up to their knees, and other 
men up to their navel; others, as well, up to their lips and still others 
up to their hair. I asked the angel, “Sir, who are these in the river of 
fire?” 

The angel answered, “They are neither hot nor cold; for they 
were not found either among the number of the righteous or among 
the number of the wicked, for they passed the time of their life upon 
the earth spending some days in prayer, but other days in sins and 
fornications, until their death. 

I asked, “Who are these, Sir, who are sunk up to their knees in 
the fire?” 

He answered, “These are the ones who, when they came out of 


church, occupied themselves in argumentative idle talk. But the ones 
who are sunk up to the navel are those who, when they had received 
the Body and Blood of Christ, went and committed fornication, and 
didn’t cease from their sins until they died. 

“Those who are sunk up to their lips are the ones who slandered 
one another when they gathered in the church of God. But those 
who are sunk up to the eyebrows are those who enticed one another 
to devise evil secretly against their neighbors.” 


“Are You More Merciful Than God?” 


Then I saw on the north side a place of many various torments, full 
of men and women, and a river of fire flowed down on them. And I 
looked and saw extremely deep pits, and in them many souls 
together; the pits looked to be nearly a mile deep. 

I saw the souls groaning and weeping, saying, “Have mercy on 
us, Lord!” But no one had mercy on them. 

So I asked the angel, “Who are these, Sir?” 

The angel answered, “These are the ones who didn’t trust in the 
Lord that they could have him for their helper.” 

I inquired, “But Sir, if these souls continue in this way, being cast 
one upon another for thirty or forty generations, the pits won’t 
contain them unless they grow deeper.” 

He said to me, “The abyss has no bottom; beneath it lie other 
depths.... For when the souls are cast into it, they scarcely reach the 
bottom after falling five hundred years.” When I heard this, I 
mourned and lamented for the human race. 

The angel replied, “Why do you mourn? Are you more merciful 
than God? For God is good and knows about these torments, so he 
bears patiently with humankind, leaving each one to do as he wills 
for the time that he lives on earth.” 


A Bishop, a Priest, a Deacon, and a Lector 


Yet again I looked at the river of fire, and I saw there a man caught 
by the throat by angels, the keepers of hell. They had in their hands 
an iron with three hooks, and with it they pierced the entrails of that 
old man. I asked the angel, “Sir, who is this old man on whom such 
torments are inflicted?” 


The angel answered me, “The one you see was a priest who failed 
to fulfill his ministry well. He offered the Sacrifice to the Lord at his 
holy altar, even though he was eating and drinking and going to 
prostitutes.” 

Then I saw not far off another old man whom four evil angels 
brought, running quickly. They sank him up to his knees in the river 
of fire, and struck him with stones, smashing his face as if they were 
driven by a tornado. They wouldn’t even allow him to say, “Have 
mercy on me!” 

I asked the angel about him, and he told me, “The one you see 
was a bishop. He didn’t fulfill his office well. Though he received a 
high title, he didn’t walk in the holiness of the One who gave him 
that title for all his life. He didn’t render righteous judgement, and 
he had no compassion on widows and orphans. Now he is rewarded 
according to his iniquity and his deeds.” 

Then I saw another man in the river of fire sunk up to the knees. 
His hands were stretched out and bloody, and worms poured out of 
his mouth and his nostrils. He was groaning and lamenting, crying 
out, “Have mercy on me, for I suffer more pain than the rest of these 
who are in this torment!” 

So I asked, “Who is this, Sir?” 

He replied, “The one you see was a deacon, who devoured the 
offerings and committed fornication and failed to do right in the 
sight of God. So without ceasing, he pays the penalty.” 

I looked and saw beside him another man whom they brought 
quickly and cast into the river of fire, and he was there up to the 
knees. The angel in charge of the torments came, with a great razor, 
red-hot. With it he cut out both the man’s lips and his tongue. I 
sighed and wept and asked, “Who is this man, Sir?” 

He said to me, “The one you see was a lector and read to the 
people. But he didn’t keep the commandments of God, so now he 
also is paying his own penalty.” 


Worms and Blood 


Then I saw another multitude of pits in the same place, and in the 
midst of them was a river filled with a multitude of men and women. 
Worms devoured them. But I wept and sighed and asked the angel, 
“Sir, who are these?” 


He said to me, “These are the ones who extorted interest on 
interest. They trusted in their riches rather than having hope in God, 
that he was their helper.” 

After that I looked and saw a very narrow place, and a wall, and 
all around it fire. And I saw within it men and women gnawing their 
tongues. I asked, “Who are these, Sir?” 

He told me, “These are the ones who scoffed at the word of God 
in the church by not paying attention to it. They thought nothing of 
God and of his angels. So now they also pay their due penalty.” 

Then I looked in and saw another pool beneath, in the pit, and it 
looked like blood. I asked, “Sir, what is this place?” 

He said to me, “Into this pit all the torments flow.” 

I saw men and women sunk up to the lips. I asked, “Who are 
these, Sir?” 

And he replied, “These are the sorcerers who gave to men and 
women evil magical enchantments, and they never ceased until they 
died.” 


More Fires 


Again, I saw men and women with a blackened countenance in a pit 
of fire, and I sighed and wept and asked, “Who are these, Sir?” 

He said to me, “These are men who visited prostitutes and 
adulterers who, having wives of their own, committed adultery; and 
also the women of the same kind, who committed adultery, having 
their own husbands. So they pay the penalty without ceasing.” 

I saw there as well girls clad in black raiment, and four fearsome 
angels holding in their hands red-hot chains, which they put around 
the girls’ necks to lead them away into darkness. 

Again I wept and asked the angel, “Who are these, Sir?” 

And he said to me, “These were the virgins who defiled their 
virginity, without their parents knowing it. So now they pay the due 
penalty without ceasing. 

Next I beheld there men and women naked and with their hands 
and feet cut off, in a place of ice and snow, with worms devouring 
them. When saw it, I wept and asked, “Who are these, Sir?” 

He replied, “These are the ones who injured the fatherless and 
widows and the poor, and did not trust not in the Lord. So they pay 
the due penalty without ceasing.” 


Then I looked and saw others hanging over a channel of water. 
Their tongues were extremely dry, and many fruits were set out 
before their eyes. But they were not allowed to eat them. I asked, 
“Who are these, Sir?” 

He replied, “These are the ones who broke the fast before the 
time appointed, so without ceasing they pay this penalty.” 


Hung by Their Eyebrows 


I saw other men and women hung by their eyebrows and their hair, 
and a river of fire carried them along. I said, “Who are these, Sir?” 

He replied, “These are the ones who did not give themselves to 
their own husbands and wives, but rather to adulterers. So without 
ceasing they pay the due penalty.” 

Then I saw other men and women covered with dust, and their 
appearance was like blood. They were in a pit of flaming pitch and 
sulfur, and were carried off in a river of fire. 

I asked, “Who are these, Sir?” 

He replied, “These are the ones who committed the wickedness 
of Sodom and Gomorrah, men with men. So they pay the penalty 
without ceasing.” 

Then I looked and saw men and women clad in bright apparel, 
and their eyes were blinded. They were set in a pit, so I asked, “Who 
are these, Sir?” 

He replied, “These are those pagans who gave alms but did not 
know the Lord God. So they pay the penalty without ceasing.” ... 

I looked and saw other men and women on a spit over fire, and 
beasts tearing their flesh. They were not allowed to say, “Lord, have 
mercy on us!” 


The Angel of the Torments 


I saw the angel of the torments torturing them most fiercely and 
saying, “Acknowledge the Son of God! For you were warned before, 
but when the Scriptures of God were read to you, you paid no heed. 
Therefore the judgment of God is just, for your evil deeds have taken 
hold of you and brought you into these torments.” 

But I sighed and wept, asking, “Who are these men and women 
who are strangled in the fire and pay the penalty?” 


He answered, “These are the women who defiled the creation of 
God when they brought forth infants from the womb [by aborting 
them], and these are the men who lay with them.” 

But their infants appealed to the Lord God and to the angels in 
charge of the torments, saying, “Avenge us of our parents! For they 
have defiled the creation of God. Having the name of God, but not 
observing his commandments, they gave us as food to dogs and to be 
trampled on by swine, and others they cast into the river, and did 
not allow us to grow up into righteous men and women who could 
serve God.” 

Nevertheless, these infants were taken to the angels of Tartarus 
so they could bring them into a spacious place of mercy. But their 
fathers and mothers were strangled with everlasting torment. 

Then I saw men and women clad in rags full of fiery pitch and 
burning sulfur, and there were dragons twined around their necks 
and shoulders and feet. Angels having horns of fire constrained them 
and struck them and closed up their nostrils, saying to them, “Why 
didn’t you repent and serve God when you knew the time was right 
to do so?” 

I asked, “Who are these, Sir?” 

He replied, “These are the ones who seemed to renounce the 
world, wearing a monk’s garb, but the snares of the world made 
them miserable. They showed no charity and had no pity on the 
widows and fatherless; the stranger and pilgrim they did not take in; 
they offered not a single oblation; they had no pity on their 
neighbor. Not even a single day did their prayer go up pure to the 
Lord God; but the many snares of the world held them back, and 
they weren’t able to do right in the sight of God.” ... 

So I sighed and wept and said, “Woe to these! Woe to the sinners! 
Why were they even born?” 

The angel answered, “Why do you weep? Are you more merciful 
than the Lord God who is blessed forever, who has established the 
judgment and left every man according to his own will to choose 
good or evil and to do whatever pleases him?” 

Yet again I wept bitterly, and he said to me, “Do you weep even 
now, when as yet you haven’t seen the greater torments? Follow me, 
and you will see torments seven times worse than these.” 


The Well of the Abyss 


Then he led me from the north side to a place where I overlooked a 
well. I found it sealed with seven seals. The angel who was with me 
said to the angel in charge of that place, “Open the mouth of the 
well, so that Paul, the dearly beloved of God, may observe. For 
power has been given to him to see all the torments of hell.” 

Then the angel said to me, “Stand far off, so that you can endure 
the stench of this place.” So when the well was opened, immediately 
there arose out of it a stench so utterly revolting and evil that it 
surpassed all the other torments. I looked into the well and saw 
billows of fire burning on every side, and anguish. And the mouth of 
the pit was so narrow that only one man could enter at a time. 

The angel said to me, “If someone is cast into this well of the 
abyss, and it is sealed over him, no intercession shall be made for 
him in the presence of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, or 
of the holy angels.” 

I said, “Who are they, Sir, who are cast into this well?” 

He replied, “Those who refuse to confess that Christ has come in 
the flesh, and that the Virgin Mary bore him, and those who say of 
the Bread and Blessing Cup of the Eucharist that it is not the Body 
and Blood of Christ.” 

Then I looked from the north to the west and saw there the worm 
that never sleeps, and in that place there was gnashing of teeth. The 
worms were the length of a man’s forearm, and they each had two 
heads. I saw there men and women in the cold and gnashing their 
teeth. 

I asked, “Sir, who are these in this place?” 

He replied, “These are the ones who deny that Christ rose from 
the dead, and that our bodies will not rise again.” 

I asked, “Sir, is there no fire or heat in this place?” 

He replied, “In this place is nothing but cold and snow. Even if 
seven suns were to rise upon them, they would not be warmed, 
because of the excessive cold and snow of this place.” 

And when I heard this, I spread out my hands and wept and 
sighed, and again I said, “It would have been better for us if we had 
never been born, all we who are sinners!” But when those who were 
in that place saw me weeping, with the angel, they also cried out 
and wept, saying, “Lord God, have mercy on us!” 


IV 


OTHER CATHOLIC 
VISIONARIES 
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“SOULS IN THE SCALE” 
The Vision of Thurkill 


The Vision of Thurkill was written by Ralph of Coggeshall (d. after 


1227), an English abbot and chronicler. It was included in the Flores 
Historiarum (“Flowers of History”), a chronicle written by Roger of 
Wendover (d. 1236), an English monk and historian. The vision is 
dated All Souls Week in October 1206. 

Thurkill himself was a layman, a hardworking laborer in Essex, 
England. (Surviving civil documents of that time and place refer to 
him with details that clearly identify him as an actual historical 
figure, not a legend.) One Friday night after he fell asleep, on the 
vigil of the Feast of Sts. Simon and Jude, St. Julian and St. Domninus 
took Thurkill’s soul on a journey, leaving his body in a deep sleep for 
two days and two nights. After he awakened on Sunday, he reported 
what he had seen and heard in the vision. 

The visionary repeated the story publicly in various churches, 
religious houses, and other assemblies. Some who heard him were 
moved to tears and repented of their sins; others mocked him and 
refused to believe him. But he continued to bear testimony to what 
he had experienced, because St. Julian had told him that he had 
been allowed to see and hear such things because his witness would 
be a warning to sinners. 


The complete vision took Thurkill on a tour of heaven, purgatory, 
and hell. The passage presented here focuses on the scenes in hell. 


The Scale for Weighing Souls 


The blessed Paul sat inside the church at the end of the northern 
wall. Outside the wall, opposite the Apostle, sat the Devil with those 
who followed him. An opening that vomited flames, which was the 
mouth of the pit of hell, burst out close to the feet of the Devil. 

On the wall between the Apostle and the Devil was fixed a scale 
hanging on an equal balance. The middle part of it hung outside in 
front of the Devil. The Apostle had two weights, a heavier and a 
lighter one, shining like gold. The Devil also had two, sooty and 
dark. 

Then the black spirits approached from all directions with fear 
and trembling, one after the other, each to test in the scale the 
weight of their deeds, good or evil. These weights represented the 
deeds of each of the spirits according to the good or evil they had 
done. So when the balance inclined toward the Apostle, he took that 
spirit and brought it to the eastern door that was joined to the 
church, through purifying fire to expiate its offenses. 

When the weight shifted the other direction, however, and the 
balance inclined toward the Devil, he and his followers at once 
dragged away that spirit to eternal torment, as it wailed and cursed 
its father and mother for having begotten it. Grinning broadly, they 
cast it into the deep and fiery furnace at the feet of the demon who 
was weighing. The weighing of good and evil in this way is often 
noted in the writings of the holy fathers. 


The Soul Like a Horse 


On the Sabbath day toward evening, while St. Domninus and St. 
Julian were in the church, there came from the north a certain 
demon riding a black horse and a furious speed. The devil urged the 
horse to run through the many turns of the place amid much noise 
and laughter. Many of the evil spirits went out to meet it, dancing 
around and grinning at one another over the prey that had been 
brought to them. 

St. Domninus then commanded the demon who was riding to 


come directly to him and tell him whose spirit it was that he had 
brought. But the devil took such great delight in tormenting the 
wretched spirit that he dissembled for a long time. So the saint 
immediately snatched up a whip and severely lashed the demon, till 
he followed the saint to the northern wall, where the scale of the 
spirits stood. 

The saint then asked the demon whose spirit it was that he was 
tormenting by riding it this way. He replied that it was one of the 
nobles of the kingdom of England, who had died the previous night 
without making his confession and without receiving the Body of the 
Lord. Among the other faults he had committed, his chief crime was 
his cruelty towards his own people. Many of them he had brought to 
extreme poverty, primarily at the instigation of his wife, who always 
incited him to deeds of cruelty. 

“I have transformed him into a horse,” the devil boasted, “since 
we are allowed to turn the damned spirits into whatever form we 
please. I would already have descended with him to hell and would 
be consigning him to eternal punishment, if it weren’t that Sunday 
night has come, and it is our duty to stop our theatrical sports and 
inflict more severe tortures on the wretched spirits.” 


The Demon Goes to Church 


After he had spoken these words, he directed his look to the man, 
and said to the saint, “Who is that rube standing with you?” 

The saint answered, “Don’t you know him?” 

The demon then said, “I saw him at the church of Tidstude in 
Essex on the feast of its dedication.” 

The saint then asked, “In what attire did you enter that church?” 

He replied, “I was dressed as a woman, but when I went up to the 
font, intending to enter the sanctuary, the deacon met me with the 
sprinkler of holy water and sprinkled me with it. This drove me 
away so violently that I cried out and leapt from the church all the 
way to a field a quarter of a mile away.” The man and several other 
parishioners bore witness to this same happening, declaring that 
they had heard the cry but were entirely ignorant of its cause. 

After this, St. Domninus said to the demon, “We wish to go with 
you to see your sports.” 

The devil replied, “If you wish to go with me, don’t bring this 


laborer with you. Otherwise, when he returns to his fellow mortals, 
he will reveal to the living our actions and secret forms of 
punishment, and he will reclaim many of them from serving us.” 

The saint said, “Hurry up and go on; St. Julian and I will follow 
you.” So the demon started out first and the saints followed him, 
secretly bringing the man with them. 


The Arena of White-Hot Seats 


They then proceeded to a northern region, as if they were going up a 
mountain. After they descended the mountain, they came to a very 
large and dark-looking house surrounded by old walls. Within it 
were a great many rows filled all around with countless heated iron 
seats. These seats were constructed with white-hot iron hoops, with 
nails driven into every part of them, above and below, right and left. 

In them sat souls of both sexes and various kinds of status. They 
were pierced all over their bodies by the white-hot nails and were 
bound on all sides by fiery hoops. There were so many of those seats, 
and such a multitude of people sitting in them, that no tongue could 
report them all. 

All around these courts were black iron walls, and near these 
walls were other seats, in which the demons sat in a circle, as if they 
were watching a pleasant performance. They were grinning at each 
other over the tortures of the wretched souls, and reminding them of 
the crimes they had committed. 

Near the entrance to this detestable scene, on the downward 
slope of the mountains, was a wall five feet high, as we have noted. 
From there, whatever was done in that place of punishment could be 
seen clearly. Near this wall, these saints stood outside looking at 
what the wretched souls inside were enduring. And the man lying in 
secret between them saw clearly all that was going on inside. 


The Proud Man 


When the servants of hell were all seated at this shameful scene, the 
chief of that wicked troop said to his followers, “Let the proud man 
be dragged from his seat, and let him sport before us.” He was 
dragged from his seat and clothed in a black garment. Then in the 
presence of the demons, who applauded them, one at a time he 


imitated all the gestures of a man proud beyond measure. 

He stretched his neck, turned his face upward, looked up with his 
eyebrows arched, and thundered out arrogant words in a dictatorial 
way. He shrugged his shoulders and could hardly carry his arms for 
pride. His eyes glowed; he assumed a threatening look. 

Rising up on tiptoe, he crossed his legs, inflated his chest, 
stretched his neck, turned red in his face, showed signs of anger in 
his fiery eyes. Striking his nose with his finger, he made great 
threats. Swelling with inward pride this way, he provided a ready 
subject of laughter to the inhuman spirits. While he was boasting 
about his clothing, and fastening his gloves tightly, his clothes 
suddenly turned into fire, consuming the entire body of the wretched 
being. 

Finally, the demons, glowing with anger, tore the wretch limb 
from limb with tongs and fiery iron hooks. But one of them put lard 
with pitch and other greasy substances in a glowing pan and fried 
each limb with that boiling grease as it was torn away. Each time the 
devil sprinkled them with the grease, the limbs sent forth a sound 
like the hissing of cold water poured on boiling blood. After his 
limbs had been fried in this way, they were joined together again, 
and the proud man returned to his former shape. 

Next, the hammerers of hell approached the wretched man, with 
hammers and three red-hot iron bars nailed together in triple order. 
Then they applied two bars to the back part of his body, to the right 
and to the left, and cruelly drove the hot nails into him with their 
hammers. These two bars, beginning at his feet, were brought up his 
legs and thighs to his shoulders, and were then bent around his neck. 
The third bar, beginning at his middle, passed up his belly and 
reached to the top of his head. 

After the wretch had been tortured for some time in this way, he 
was mercilessly thrust back into the seat he had occupied. When he 
was placed there, he was tormented in every part by the burning 
nails, and by having his five fingers stretched. Then, after he had 
been taken from this place of punishment, he was placed in the 
dwelling which he had made for himself while living on earth. 
There, he awaited further tortures. 


The Priest 


Next a priest was dragged violently from his fiery seat to the arena, 
and placed before these inhuman goblins by the servants of sin. They 
cut open his throat in the middle, pulled out his tongue, and cut it 
off at the root. This priest had taken the temporal goods of the 
people entrusted to his care, but he had not repaid them by holy 
exhortation or by an example of good works when he could have 
done so. Nor had he given them the support of prayers or of Masses. 

Afterwards, he received the same treatment as the proud man: 
They tore him limb from limb. Then they restored him again entirely 
and placed him in a chair of torture. 


The Soldier 


After him they brought forward a certain soldier who had spent his 
life in slaying harmless people, in tournaments, and in robberies. He 
sat, decked out with all his weapons of war, on a black horse. When 
the horse was urged on by the spur, it breathed out a pitchy flame, 
with stench and smoke, that tortured its rider. 

The saddle of the horse was pierced all over with long, fiery 
nails. The armor and helmet, the shield and boots, were covered 
with flames. They severely burdened the rider by their weight, and 
at the same time consumed him to his very marrow with just as 
much torment. 

Imitating his old habit in war by pressing his horse to a furious 
speed, he shook his spear against the demons who came up to him 
and ridiculed him. But they pulled him down from the horse and 
tore him to pieces. His limbs were fried in the loathsome liquid 
noted before. 

After having been fried, the limbs were joined together again in 
the same way as with those who had come before him. They were 
fastened by three bars and thrust back into his own seat. 


The Judge 


After the soldier, a man well skilled in worldly law was dragged 
forward into the middle with great torture. He had brought this on 
himself by a long course of evil living, and by accepting bribes to 
pervert justice. This man was well known among the higher ranks 
throughout the English territories, but he had ended his life 


miserably in the year in which this vision was seen. 

He had died suddenly without executing a will. So all the wealth 
he had amassed by insatiable greed had been entirely alienated from 
him and spent by strangers. He used to sit in the king’s office of 
revenue, where he had often received bribes from both of the 
litigating parties. 

He too was dragged forward into the arena. In the presence of 
the wicked spirits, he was compelled to imitate the actions of his 
former life. So he turned himself first to the left and then to the 
right, instructing one party how to present their case, and the other 
party how to respond. While doing this, he did not turn down offers 
of bribery. He received money first from one party and then from the 
other, and after counting it, he put it in his pockets. 

After the demons had for a while watched the wretched man’s 
gestures, the money suddenly became hot and burned him pitiably. 
Then he was forced to place the burning coins in his mouth and 
swallow them. 

Next, two demons came to him with an iron cartwheel, studded 
all around with spikes and nails. Placing it on the back of the sinner, 
they whirled it around, tearing away his whole back in its rapid, 
burning revolutions. They compelled him to vomit out the money he 
had swallowed in great agony, in a still greater torture. 

After he had vomited them up, the demon ordered him to collect 
them again, so that he might in the same way be fed with them 
again. Afterwards, the servants of hell became enraged. They 
exhausted on him all the tortures mentioned above. 

This man’s wife was sitting in one of the fiery spiked seats. She 
had been excommunicated from several churches because of a ring 
which she had unknowingly put in her jewelry box and then 
declared to have been stolen. She had been prevented by sudden 
death from ever being absolved from that decree. 


The Adulterous Couple 


An adulterer was now brought into the view of the furious demons, 
along with an adulteress, who had been united together in foul 
contact. They repeated in the presence of all their disgraceful sexual 
motions and immodest gestures, to their own humiliation amid the 
cursing of the demons. Then, as if smitten with frenzy, they began to 


tear one another. The outward love, which they seemed before to 
have possessed for each other, changed into cruelty and hatred. 
Their limbs were then torn in pieces by the furious mob around 
them, and they suffered the same punishment as those who had 
preceded them. In addition, all the fornicators who were present 
were tormented in the same way. The intensity of their sufferings 
was so great that the pen of the writer is inadequate to portray them. 


The Slanderers 


Among the other wretched souls, two from the company of 
slanderers were brought into the middle. With continual distortions, 
their mouths gaped all the way to their ears. Turning their faces 
toward each other, they gazed with grim eyes at each other. 

In the mouth of each of them were put the two ends of a kind of 
burning spear. Eating and gnawing it with distorted mouths, they 
quickly reached the middle of the spear, making their way close to 
each other. In this way they tore each other and stained their whole 
faces with blood. 


Thieves, Arsonists, and Others 


Among others there were brought forward thieves, arsonists, and 
violators of religious places. The servants of hell placed these on 
wheels of red-hot iron, set with spikes and nails, whose excessive 
heat cast off a constant shower of fiery sparks. The wretches whirled 
around on these and suffered horrific tortures. 

Then there came to that place a merchant with false scales and 
weights. In addition there were those who stretched new cloths in 
their shops so far that the threads were broken and a hole was made. 
Afterwards, they would cunningly stitch up the holes, then sell these 
same cloths in poorly lit places. 

These were cruelly torn from their seats and compelled to repeat 
the motions of their former sins, to their disgrace and to increase 
their punishments. At last, they were tortured by demons in the 
ways we have described for those who went before them. 


The Cauldrons 


Besides all this, the man saw what appeared to be four courts near 
the entrance of lower hell. The first contained countless furnaces and 
large, wide cauldrons filled to the brim with burning pitch and other 
melted substances. In each of these the spirits were heaped together, 
boiling fiercely. Their heads, like the heads of black fish, were forced 
up and down, in and out of the liquid by the violence of the boiling. 

The second court contained similar cauldrons, but these were 
filled with ice and snow. The spirits were tormented by the dreadful 
cold, suffering intolerable agony. The cauldrons in the third court 
were filled with boiling, sulfurous water and other things, emitting a 
stench mixed with a foul smoke. Here the spirits who died in the 
foulness of their lusts were particularly tortured. 

The fourth court contained cauldrons filled with a very black salt 
water. Its bitter saltiness would immediately take the bark off any 
kind of wood thrown into it. In these cauldrons were ceaselessly 
boiling a multitude of sinners, murderers, thieves, robbers, sorcerers, 
and rich men who oppressed their fellow men by unjust extortions. 
The servants of iniquity, standing all around them, pressed them 
together inside the cauldrons so that they could not escape the heat 
of the molten liquid. 

Those who had been boiling for seven days in this burning grease 
were on the eighth day plunged into the dreadful cold of the second 
court. Those, on the other hand, who had been tortured in the cold 
were plunged into the boiling liquor. In the same way, those who 
had been boiling in the salt water were afterward tortured in the 
stench. The demons always observed this routine every eight days. 
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“THE PRINCE OF DARKNESS” 
The Vision of Tundale 


The Vision of Tundale was recorded in 1149 by an Irish Benedictine 


monk named Marcus who had moved to the Scots Monastery in 
Regensburg, Bavaria, in what is now southern Germany. There he 
was asked to write down this story he had brought from Ireland. 

The Vision reports the experiences of Tundale, an Irish knight, 
who had lived a wicked life and seemed on the road to hell. One day 
Tundale was struck dead, though his left side remained a little warm 
so that his friends would hesitate to bury him. Then his guardian 
angel took his soul on a tour of hell and heaven. The knight and the 
angelic guide had a running dialog about the nature of God’s mercy 
and justice. In the end, Tundale was allowed to see the afterlife and 
return to the present life so that he would repent before he died. 

The vision is quite extensive and detailed. Throughout the 
medieval period, the account was tremendously popular, translated 
into at least thirteen languages. One especially interesting feature of 
it is a thorough description of Satan and his torment in the lowest 
infernal regions. That particular passage is presented here. 


Deep Darkness and a Bitter Cold 


As Tundale and the angel walked and talked together, suddenly 
there came a deep darkness and a bitter cold, so that he could hardly 
move and nearly froze to death. Tundale was terrified, for he had 
never felt such pain. His terror caused him to quake violently, till he 
thought his head would explode. All the pains he had ever felt 
before, he thought, were nothing compared to the agony he suffered 
now. 

Then he said to the angel, “Sir, what have I done? I’m so numb in 
my feet and hands that I can hardly stand up!” 

The angel didn’t answer. So Tundale wept and was afraid. He 
couldn’t move any part of his body. 

Then the angel left him. Tundale could no longer see where he 
was, and he cried pitifully. But he finally began to walk farther 
down the road to hell that lay before him. 

He heard the sorrowful cry of souls in pain, suffering damnation 
for their sins and wickedness. There was an awesome crash of 
thunder. No heart could imagine, no tongue could tell, the hideous 
noise of hell. 

Tundale’s soul was gripped by a sense of dread. He looked 
around him in every direction from which the noises came, 
expecting to be dragged away by the demons. But then he saw 
beside him a deep pit, large and wide. From that pit flamed a great 
fire, burning with a putrid smell. Such a stench came out of that hole 
that he could not endure it for long. 


A Pillar of Fire 


Out of that ditch there rose a pillar of fire that reached almost to the 
heavens. Flames were flickering along its circumference. Demons 
and damned souls flew all around it, up and down, high and low, 
like sparks from a fire tossed around by the wind. 

When the souls were burned up into ashes, they fell back again 
into the ditch. But they were restored there to their former condition 
and then tossed up as sparks again. In this way their torment was 
endlessly repeated. 

Tundale was so terrified that he wished he could return to earth. 
But he couldn’t go back; he was so weak that he couldn’t even move 
his feet, and he was almost out of his mind with terror. Then he 
began to struggle with himself, tearing his own cheeks with his 


fingernails. He yowled with agony, filled with woe because he 
couldn’t go back to earth. 

“Alas!” he cried. “What should I do? For now I know that I’m 
dead!” 

The wicked spirits, as they flew around the pillar of fire, heard 
Tundale’s yowling and cries. They came upon him rapidly, bringing 
with them burning hooks that had been specially crafted to torment 
souls. They addressed him with one voice, saying: 

“Wretch! You’re surrounded! You have come to meet us where 
we live; now tell us where you come from! For your wickedness and 
folly you deserve to burn. You have not yet endured real pain, for 
here we'll do it right. You’ll come with us down to hell, to remain 
there forever. 

“We'll acquaint you with our ways of torture. You’ll burn in fire 
without relief, for you will never pass this way again. So don’t dare 
even to think about being delivered from this anguish. 

“You'll forever remain in darkness, nor will you ever see light. 
Don’t even hope for rescue, for no mercy will save you. Wretched 
spirit, we'll take you to hell’s gates for your misdeeds, because in 
your life, you did evil, and opposed God’s will in all things. So we’ll 
take you to Satan, your master, who lies deep in the pit of hell. 
There, you will dwell with him forever. 

“The one who brought you to this place gave you evil advice. It’s 
too late now for him to come rescue you from us. You can be certain 
that you will never see him again.” 


Dragon Bodies and Scorpion Tails 


The wicked spirits conferred and decided, “We’ll take him to Satan, 
this grimly groaning wretch, and he’ll be swallowed whole!” 

They threatened to cast him down to Satan. There, they said, he 
would lie deep in the pit of hell. That very hour they would thrust 
him down there. 

The fiends made a hideous noise. Their eyes were large and 
burned like glowing lamps, staring at him ominously. Their teeth 
were black, sharp, and long, and they had huge, powerful tusks. 

They had dragon bodies and scorpion tails. Each of their claws 
was hooked like a ship’s anchor, as hard and sharp as iron. They had 
massive wings that looked like bat wings, and they could fly 


wherever they pleased, high or low. They snarled at him, and their 
eyes bulged out at him. It’s a wonder that he didn’t die from fright! 

Then the angel that had led him returned. The fiends fled away 
quickly. 

“Tundale,” the angel said, “you were terrified, but now you can 
rejoice and be glad. Before, you were the son of pain, and rightly so. 
But now you are a son of light. 

“From now on, you can be certain: God’s mercy will assist you. 
You can be glad that God has granted you, that you will feel no 
more pain here. 

“But you will surely see more torments here. Come with me 
quickly and I will show you the greatest enemy that the human race 
has ever known, who tempts all men to sin.” 


A Loathsome Creature 


They went a little further and soon stood at the very gates of hell. 
Here Tundale saw a pit so massive that the entire earth would not 
fill it. 

“Come here,” said the bright angel, “and you’ll see a hideous 
sight. Stand at the edge and look down. You'll see there a horrific 
demon. 

“The pit is as dark as night, and it will always remain without 
light. Even so, you’ll see completely the devilish fiends and damned 
souls down there, as well as Satan, who lies bound at the bottom of 
the pit. You’ll look on him in a little while. But they will all be so 
preoccupied that they won’t see you.” 

Tundale then did as the angel had commanded. He stood at the 
edge of the pit and looked down into it with awe. He saw Satan 
bound to the bottom of the pit. Never before had he seen such a 
dreadful sight! 

So ugly was that loathsome creature, and suffering so horribly, 
and displaying such agony, that if a man were to have a hundred 
heads and mouths in his body, and each mouth a hundred tongues, 
and every tongue the power to tell the learning of all those who 
have ever lived, still it would not be enough to describe the pain that 
Tundale now saw in the pit of hell. 

He paid close attention to Satan and considered with what words 
he could adequately describe him. The beast was more hideous than 


any Tundale had ever seen. Satan was immense and as black as 
pitch, blacker than any other creature. He seemed to have the shape 
of a man, but he was extremely powerful and huge: a hundred and 
fifty feet tall, thirty feet across the shoulders, and fifteen feet 
through the chest. 

When he opened wide his mouth, he swallowed a thousand souls 
all at once. On the front and the back of his body could be seen a 
thousand arms and hands. Each hand had twenty fingers; each 
finger, with sharp nails, was sixty feet long and six feet in 
circumference. The nails were sharp and strong like iron, longer than 
a watrior’s spear. 


Chewing and Swallowing Souls 


Satan had fearful teeth with which he chewed the damned souls into 
pieces. He had a nose that was long and wide, and a broad mouth 
with lips hanging on either side. His tail was huge and long and 
powerful, full of hooks that he used to catch and impale the damned 
souls to swallow. 

He lay upon a gridiron that was glowing red hot, with burning 
coals beneath it. Fiery imps surrounded him, blowing the coals with 
bellows. So many souls swarmed around him in the midst of the fire 
and the flame that Tundale marveled at how the world could bring 
forth so many. 

Every limb of that ghastly Satan was bound. Massive iron chains 
held him fast, and he was surrounded by molten brass. The souls 
that he seized he tore to pieces as men do grapes, pressing out the 
juice. When he had crushed them, he spit them back into the fire. 
Yet they revived there and were tormented all over again. 

Tundale saw and heard how Satan groaned in misery because he 
was bound so tightly. With each tormented breath exhaled, a 
thousand souls fell out back into the fire. Soon they were scattered 
all around him on every side. 

But that punishment was not enough. He swallowed all the 
scattered souls again, with fumes of pitch and sulfur. The souls that 
escaped his grasp fell into the fire and were burned. Then when they 
recovered again, Satan struck them with his tail and caught them 
once more. 


Lost for Eternity 


In this way he tormented those souls and was himself tormented. 
The more pain that Satan inflicted on the souls that were brought 
there, the more pain he suffered himself. And he can never escape 
from that pain. 

“Here you may see much evil!” the angel said. “Satan, this ugly 
creature that looks to you so formidable, was the first creature that 
God made in his own image. Through pride, he fell from heaven into 
this deep dungeon. He is bound here, as you can see, and will 
remain this way until Judgment Day, for if the chains broke and he 
escaped, he would wreak havoc throughout heaven and earth. 

“Of those who are with him, some are the children of Adam, and 
others are angels that fell from heaven with him. Not a one of these 
souls or demons escape eternal damnation. All of them are lost for 
eternity. 

“And many more souls shall arrive here before Doomsday, all 
those who forsake God’s law and refuse to acknowledge his works, 
but instead love sin and evildoing, both common men and clergy. 
These souls you have seen on your journey in all their torments have 
now been cast down to Satan to endure this pain. Whoever is 
brought to this place will remain for eternity. 

“Powerful men who have mistreated the poor; who do whatever 
they like, whether good or evil; who take whatever they want from 
those who are weaker than themselves—these princes of wickedness 
will suffer severe torture by the demons who now have power over 
them.” 

“Sir, God’s will should be done,” said Tundale. “But one thing I 
would like to understand. Why doesn’t God give at least as much 
power on earth to those who are good—and through whom others 
would learn to be good—as he gives to those who are wicked?” 

The angel replied: “Sometimes the people of a domain are 
wicked, and God allows them to have the rulers they deserve as a 
punishment. And sometimes God is reluctant to let the good people 
of this world have too much of this world’s goods, because it might 
lead them to lose heaven. 


The Prince of Darkness 


“This foul wretch is not called the Prince of Darkness because of his 
power, but because of the primacy he holds in the darkness here 
below. All the torments that you have seen to be ordained for 
humanity’s sin, if you count them all together, are meager compared 
to Satan’s torment.” 

“Surely,” said Tundale, “what you say is true. I feel more dread 
and awe in seeing all this than I felt in seeing all the rest before now. 
So I beg you now to take me away from this sight and this dread. 
Some of my friends and associates I have seen here; now they live 
down here in the depths. I renounce my association with them. I 
would have been worthy of the same punishment if Jesus hadn’t 
shown me mercy. I would have descended to that torment always 
and forever.” 

The angel heard his words and spoke to him gently: “I can now 
call you a blessed soul, for you have survived all your pains, and you 
need not ever fear all the terrible torments that you have seen. You 
have now seen the agony and strife of those who once lived a wicked 
life. Now you will see the bliss that God has appointed for those who 
are his own. So be glad! Come now and follow me!” 


LEGENDARY AND 
LITERARY VISIONS 
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“THE BORDERS OF HELL” 
The Voyage of St. Brendan 


Si. Brendan (c. 486-578) was an early Irish priest and abbot, 


known as one of the “Twelve Apostles of Ireland.” He is called “the 
Navigator” because of his voyages to various islands of Ireland and 
Scotland, to Wales, and even to the coast of France. His most famous 
adventure, in search of the Isle of Paradise, is recorded in the 
legendary work The Voyage of St. Brendan. 

The legend is apparently based in part on actual voyages made 
by the saint. He journeyed as far as the Hebrides, Shetlands, and 
Faroes; to Iceland; and perhaps to the Azores. Some even think he 
made it as far as Mexico. 

St. Brendan’s encounter with hell in this story is not a near-death 
experience. His soul never leaves his body. Instead, during a seven- 
year adventure with other monks in a boat of wattle and animal 
hides, he reaches what might be called the edge of hell on a volcanic 
island. Later, one of the monks who had joined the company, who 
apparently was concealing serious sin in his heart, was carried away 
by demons. 


The Island of Blacksmiths 


After a week and a day, they could spy an island not far away. It was 
quite rugged and rocky, and full of slag. It had no trees or grass, but 
it was filled with blacksmiths’ forges. 

St. Brendan said to his brothers: “I’m troubled about this island. I 
don’t want to land there or even come near. But the wind is driving 
us directly there.” 

They had sailed for a while alongside it, only a stone’s throw 
away, when they heard the sound of bellows blowing like thunder, 
and the striking of hammers on iron and anvils. At that sound, the 
venerable father armed his body, making the sign of the Cross in all 
four directions, saying, “Lord Jesus Christ, deliver us from this 
island!” 

Not long afterward, they observed one of the island’s inhabitants 
come outdoors, apparently to do some task. He was quite shaggy and 
hideous, filled with both fire and darkness. When he saw the 
servants of Christ come near the island, he went back into his forge, 
crying, “Woe! Woe! Woe!” 

The man of God once again made the sign of the Cross and said 
to his brothers, “My sons, raise the sail even higher and pull your 
oars as fast as you can. We must flee from this island!” 


The Borders of Hell 


When he heard this, the savage they had just seen came running to 
the shore near them, carrying tongs with an immense lump of 
burning slag, extremely hot. At once he hurled the lump at the 
servants of Christ, but it did them no harm. It passed more than two 
hundred yards beyond them and fell into the sea. 

Then the waters where it fell began boiling, as if a volcano were 
erupting. Plumes of smoke rose from the sea; it looked like a fiery 
furnace. 

Nevertheless, when the boat had sailed about a mile away from 
the spot where the burning slag had fallen, all the island’s 
inhabitants came down to the shore. Each of them was carrying a 
burning lump of his own. Some of them took turns throwing the slag 
at the servants of God, which fell into the sea. 

Meanwhile, they kept returning to the forges to fire up the lumps. 
It looked as if the whole island was on fire, like one huge furnace. 
The sea was boiling, just as a cooking pot boils when it sits on a 


blazing fire. 

All day as they sailed, the brothers could hear a furious shrieking 
from the island. Even when the land was no longer in sight, they 
could still hear the wailing of its inhabitants, and they could still 
smell the foul stench of the fire. 

But St. Brendan encouraged his brothers, saying, “Soldiers of 
Christ! Be strong with a sincere faith! Use your spiritual weapons! 
For we are now on the borders of hell. So stay alert and be brave!” 


The Fiery Mountain 


On another day they saw, not far away, toward the north, a tall 
mountain in the ocean, surrounded by clouds. Smoke poured from 
the mountaintop. Suddenly the wind rose and drove the boat quickly 
toward the shore of that island until they nearly reached the land. 

The cliffs were sheer, straight up like a wall, black as coal, and so 
high that the brothers could hardly see the top. Here, the last 
remaining monk of those who had followed St. Brendan from his 
monastery jumped from the boat and made his way on foot to the 
base of the cliff. 

“Woe is me, Father!” he cried out. “I’m being torn away from 
you, and I’m unable to come back to you!” 

The brothers were terrified and at once began to move the boat 
away from the shore. They wailed loudly, crying to the Lord, “Have 
mercy on us, Lord, have mercy on us!” 

St. Brendan saw how the wretched man was carried off by a 
horde of demons to be tormented and was already set ablaze among 
them. He said, “Alas for you, my son! You have received the fate you 
deserved even while you were still alive.” 


20 


“IMPOSSIBLE FOR THE 
TONGUE TO TELL” 


The Vision of Merlino 


Little is known of the origins of the legendary Vision of Merlino. 


Some scholars have called it an Irish version of the Apocalypse of 
Paul; it refers explicitly to the Apostle’s visit to hell, which is 
portrayed in that ancient apocryphal book but not in Scripture. It 
also contains parallels to the Apocalypse of Peter. The Vision was 
written in Gaelic, though the names of characters in the story seem 
to indicate that it originated in Italy. An early-twentieth-century 
translator of the text into English suggests that the manuscript with 
which he worked comes down to us from the seventeenth century. 

In some visions of hell, the visionary is a respectable Christian 
who simply tours the lower regions and afterwards reports what he 
sees. Merlino, however, is a villain whose experience finally leads 
him to repent of his wicked ways. His visit takes him to purgatory 
and heaven as well; here is presented the portion of the text 
describing his descent into hell. 


Merlino Doubts That Hell Exists 


Once there was living in the Kingdom of Bohemia a certain man 
whose name was Merlino Maligno, a violent and accursed youth. He 
had no respect for Church or for civil authority, for friend or for foe. 
He robbed and murdered people in their beds and did every kind of 
evil and iniquity, the worst that man or devil could devise. 

He made his wicked home far from society, far from the company 
of other men, where he had no dealings with them. He lived in the 
darkness of a mossy, boggy wood, so that those who guide people in 
the law of God or the law of the world could neither instruct him 
nor punish him because of his misconduct. He habitually kept 
himself in that solitary, savage place, far from every people of every 
kind. 

One day it happened that this wicked man was out walking, 
looking for whatever evil and violence he could commit. He came 
upon a place with a great crowd of people listening to a homily that 
a priest, a holy man, was preaching to them. Finding his way into 
the midst of the crowd, his shame kept him from shunning the 
preacher. He even got down on his knees like the rest of them—not 
out of love for the word of God, but because he feared being 
recognized as a criminal and brought to justice. 

Merlino heard the homily from beginning to end. As he was there 
listening, the preacher, with a melodious voice, revealed and 
witnessed to the great pleasure and joy of the eternal glory and the 
glorious crown that was ready and waiting in God’s hands for the 
many who do his will and the will of the Church and the good of 
their neighbors. But the preacher also testified to the eternal pains 
that were ready and waiting for the sons of pride and self-will. 

Merlino paid close attention to all that the preacher said to 
rebuke robbers and lawbreakers and those who covet their 
neighbor’s goods. The preacher also testified to the evil nature of the 
place that lies ready and waiting for them. Then after the priest had 
finished the homily, and had expounded clearly on the words of 
God, and exposed and revealed the pains and penalties that were 
awaiting the sons of damnation, those in the crowd all agreed to go 
home, each one to his own home. 

As for Merlino, after he had risen from listening to the homily, he 
thought to himself that it was impossible that it could be true on any 
account. All that the Church has to say on that subject, he 
concluded, was nothing but deception and fraud and trickery, to be 
put on Christians for the sake of the Church’s financial support, in 


order to take their money. 

Even so, there was not a day or night afterward when the words 
of the preacher failed to come to his mind and trouble him deeply. 
So he thought to himself, if it were God’s will, he would prefer to 
catch a glimpse of hell than to gain all the wealth of the world. In 
this way he might know whether the preaching he had heard was 
false. That thought kept coming back into his head and deeply 
disturbing his mind. 


The Spirit of Knowledge Reveals Himself 


One day later, Merlino made arrangements to meet a comrade in 
crime, named Verino, who used to help him rob and do every other 
evil.... They decided to go to a city in Bohemia named Braganza, 
where a great fair was setting up, in the hope that they would find 
great plunder there.... 

[After they arrived, they saw a host of arrogant and wealthy 
nobles attending a banquet, and leaving unguarded a field full of 
precious treasures. They decided to loot the place, but first they 
determined to enter the banquet hall and enjoy the feast 
themselves. ] 

Having made that decision, Merlino and his comrade went into 
the court, where they expected to find drinking and feasting, music 
and comradery, merriment and luxury and every kind of 
misbehavior. But instead they found it to be a place most shocking 
and horrible for eye to see, for ear to hear, or for mind to 
comprehend. For there he saw fire, firebrands, and flames; hammers 
and beating; crying, shouting, and bitter weeping; torture, pains, and 
severe burning of damned souls; intense loathing and horror of the 
hideous-colored demons, who were parceling out the monstrous, 
insufferable pains to those lost souls at large. 

When Merlino saw that, he said: “My loving comrade! What is 
the meaning of this place where we have come? If you knew about 
it, it seems as though you’ve failed me by bringing me here, and I 
don’t think it’s at all in my power to go back.” 

“T did know about it,” said the companion. “The man you 
thought was here with you is not in fact with you, for I am one of 
the angels who serve as the attendants of God Almighty. He has sent 
me to meet you, to show you the things that kept coming to your 


mind—namely, to catch a glimpse hell and of the pains awaiting the 
sons of damnation. This is hell.” 

“Alas for me!” said Merlino. “There’s the thing I never believed 
till now. I thought it was nothing but trickery on the part of 
theologians and preachers who were teaching it to people. I see now 
that I’ll have to remain among this multitude of the damned forever. 
Not one man here has deserved pains more than I do, for I’ve never 
done anything according to God’s will, but everything against his 
will!” 

“There’s no staying for you on this visit,” said the Spirit of 
Knowledge. “I'll be taking you back to the world again. But I’ll be 
showing you some of the pains of hell and of that lost multitude you 
see over there.” 


The Punishment of the Proud 


Then Merlino saw a great host of people like prisoners approaching 
him, dressed in black clothing, with a fiery dragon like a horse under 
each of them. Horrible flames blazed from the mouth and nose of 
every one of them, with a black devil beside each one. Each devil 
held a scourge in its hand, whipping and thrashing that lost 
multitude through torturing flames, sharp and poisonous, to the 
place of humiliating pains. 

Those multitudes of the damned were crying out and bitterly 
weeping, constantly screaming, begging to die to end it all. Yet 
death fled away from them. 

“Do you know,” asked the Spirit of Knowledge, “who is that 
multitude you see tortured in that way?” 

“T don’t know,” said Merlino. “But they have monstrous pains.” 

“There are greater pains than those you see them suffering,” said 
the Spirit of Wisdom. 

“Over there are the king and princes and nobles that you saw a 
little while ago, on your way here, riding in coaches and chariots, 
full of vanity and the pride of the world. The beautiful plains you 
saw all around this court outside, before you entered it, was the 
wild, honeyed world that has deceived those people,” he said. 

“And all the things by which they have been deceived—gold, 
silver, and wealth, and the beautiful horses you saw—they have now 
left to other people in that world, without one thing of profit to 


themselves but eternal pains, because they died in the sin of pride. 
And as a just punishment for the handsome, beautiful raiment they 
once wore, which gave birth to their pride and vainglory, they now 
are wrapped in those black, demonic clothes. This raiment will fill 
them with confusion and torment and pain for as long as God will be 
reigning in glory: 

The just punishment for their lofty hearts, 

For the oppression, the insult, 


And the contempt they had 
Toward those of low degree — 


and toward the people who used to pour themselves out for God, 
always suffering for his sake. And those devils you see on their 
shoulders are as heavy as mountains on their necks, to crush and 
humiliate them. They will be inflicting those unbearable pains on 
them for ages of ages. And that is the destiny of the sons of pride,” 
he said. 


The Punishment of the Lustful 


Soon after that Merlino saw a great host of damned women 
approaching him from the dwelling of pain, and many black, 
devilish monsters, with dark-colored manes. Every finely pointed 
hair of that mane was sharper than the point of a thin needle, and 
every monster twisted around the neck and throat of each woman, 
with eyes furiously blazing in their heads. Countless demons 
surrounded the women, with a fiery scourge in the hand of every 
demon. They scourged and flailed those women, who were 
screaming and shrieking and crying out on the fiery hearth of pains. 

“Do you know,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “why that 
multitude is tortured in that way?” 

“T don’t know,” said Merlino, “but I never would have believed 
that God formed as many pains of hell as the pains I see inflicted on 
a single one of those souls.” 

“There,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “are those who died in the 
sin of lust. And those poisonous serpents that you see twisted around 
the necks of each one are a just punishment for the cloaks and 
necklaces and gold chains they used to put on their necks to entice 
men. The devils behind them, and that flame you see coming out of 
their eyes, are punishment for the shameless, destructive glances 


they used to cast. 

“Those devils scourging and inflicting pains on them are 
punishment for the multitude with whom they committed despicable 
sin. They will be tormented that way as long as God will be in 
eternity.” 

These are the words that were in the mouth of each of them: 


“In just punishment for the sin of lust, 

In which we once found appetite and pleasure, 
Every black devil, like a devouring beetle, 

Is gnawing our sides and our senses.” 


The Punishment of the Greedy 


After that, Merlino saw another host of damned souls approaching 
him from the dwelling of pains, with the throat of each one wide 
open, and a hideous flame issuing from the mouth and nose and eyes 
of every one of them. An immense number of black, hideously 
colored monsters came in and out through that flame. Each one had 
a book in hand, in which black lines were written. Here are the 
words they were reading in those books: 


“These are the monstrous pains 
Which bring the cries of lamentation. 
On us there is a heap of every trouble 
From the heavy sin of greed.” 


“Do you know,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “who are that 
multitude you see now?” 

“T don’t know,” said Merlino. “But the pains they suffer are 
unbearable!” 

“There,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “are the multitude who 
died in the sin of greed, such as those who pleaded the law in a 
cause of injustice for the sake of gold and wealth—and every other 
avaricious multitude as well, who envy their neighbors’ goods, and 
oppress the weak and orphans and bondsmen in order to hoard for 
themselves the fleeting wealth of the world.” 


The Punishment of the Envious 


After that, Merlino saw another great host coming out of the 
dwelling of pains. Each one had two poisonous snakes twisted 


underneath his nose. Each snake thrust a fiery sting into each of 
their eyes. They were saying: 


“These are the eyes of damnation 
In which is a poisonous flame: 
These are the eyes of envy 
Which we bear to our confusion.” 


“There,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “is the multitude that died 
in the sin of envy. In just punishment for the covetous glances they 
used to cast on their neighbors’ goods, these stings are thrust in their 
eyes and will remain as long as God will be in glory, together with 
every other pain they have.” 


The Punishment of the Gluttonous 


After that, Merlino looked aside and saw a great lake filled with 
greenish, gall-colored water. The name of that lake was the Lake of 
Pains. So frigid was its water that a single drop of it could kill all the 
creatures on the ridge of the world. 

Many people were sitting there in the lake, up to their chins. 
Huge mounds of delicious food were floating on the water in front of 
them. But they were unable to taste that food, because their feet and 
hands were bound in painful fetters. They snapped at the food with 
their mouths, but to no avail. 

These are the words they were singing: 


“Jn just punishment for the food I should have refrained from eating, 
And the contempt I had for fasting 

I will forever be burning 

With great hunger and consuming thirst.” 


“Over there,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “are those who died 
in the sin of gluttony. In just punishment for the deliciously sweet 
food, and the breaking of fasts, and the self-indulgence they gave to 
the lustful flesh while on earth, that food is set before them without 
their ever being able to taste it. And this is the drink they have, gall 
and wormwood, in punishment for habitual drinking and 
drunkenness and self-indulgence. 

“And in punishment for spending too much time in their 
comfortable beds, and the failure to mortify their lustful bodies, that 
water you see will be torturing them with the sharp, burning-cold 
poison of the lake where they are and where they will remain as 


long as God will be in his glory.” 


The Punishment of the Wrathful 


Then Merlino looked aside and saw a countless throng of damned 
souls on a flaming hearth. Torturing, sharp-poisonous fire burned 
constantly around them. An immense host of horrible devils of 
sorrow were holding them down on the hearth and the floor of 
pains, pressing them into the fire, as the damned souls themselves 
were dragging and beating each other in that fire. These are the 
words that were in the mouth of each one of them: 


“Jn just punishment for hateful anger 

Is the dragon by which we were defiled: 
We assuredly shall not see God 

Because of our agony in the flames.” 


“Over there,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “are the multitude 
who died in the sin of unrighteous anger. In just punishment for the 
violence of their anger, and their lack of self-control, and their 
arrogance and presumption, that multitude will be confounded and 
tortured with sharp poison on the floor of pain. Those devils will be 
inflicting the pain on them without end, without ceasing, through an 
age of ages.” 


The Punishment of the Slothful 


Merlino looked aside and saw another multitude in dark rooms lying 
on narrow, black beds, in shackles and fetters and hard manacles, 
with those beds flaming around them. That chamber was more foul 
than dead bodies after festering from the heat of the sun. It was 
filled with poisonous snakes and other various ugly monsters, 
gnawing and piercing that damned multitude, who were in the 
devils’ fiery locks of fire. Here is the song they bellowed: 


“Tn just punishment for the sloth we indulged in, 

And the Mass of Jesus we neglected to attend, 

We are in fiery fetters, 

And fires are burning under us to consume us in agony.” 


“Over there,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “are the multitude 
who died in the sin of sloth, and abandoned the Mass and the homily 
and the service of God because of their sloth. They turned away from 


every good work because of their sloth, in this way binding 
themselves to the Devil in those fetters and shackles and manacles, 
to be burned, scorched, and tortured, without gaining salvation from 
their pains, for as long as God will remain in his glory.” 


The World, the Flesh, and the Devil 


One who was being tortured on the floor of pains cried out, “Alas, O 
God of true judgment! What a pity that I can’t return again to my 
body on earth for just a quarter of an hour!” 

A lost soul answered him, “You damned soul, what would you 
gain to be a quarter hour again on earth, and then to be cast here 
again in your fiery destruction in flames, in this habitation of pain, 
without tenderness, without pity, without compassion?” 

“Not at all!” cried the damned man. “If I were in my earthly body 
again, I would be released from this eternal pain. For I would pour 
myself out in prayer so fervently that I would find mercy, because 
God asks nothing of the sinner but true repentance. And it is certain 
that no matter how many sins a person has committed, if he seeks 
mercy he will find mercy.” 

“Yet,” said the second man, “repentance out of season profits 
nothing. It’s right to seek mercy in the time of mercy, and not to 
desert God for the fleeting wealth of the world. Often you heard, as I 
did, when we lived in that fleeting, false world where we earned this 
fate, that there was no release from hell. 

“But we made light of it, and joked and mocked it. We used to 
love the Devil and his deception; the false, fleeting world; and the 
pleasures of the flesh—which is only lustful, a handful of earth dust; 
a foul, senseless monster; a festering corpse; food of devouring 
beetles and worms. Those three—the Devil, the world, and the flesh 
—colluded to seduce us. 

“The Devil used to tempt us to despise and be ashamed of 
confessing our sin, so he could to draw us to himself. The world 
sought to draw us to its own fleeting pleasures. The flesh aroused us 
to give heed to its wiles. 

“The flesh tells the eye to look unchastely and destructively, to 
scrutinize and keep watch on the wife, the property, and all the 
worldly goods of the neighbors in order to obtain some of them. It 
tells the ear to listen to backbiting, slander, contempt, spite, and 


lewdness. It tells the tongue to eat, cut, and chew the cold flesh of 
everyone through evil speech. It tells the taste to be satiated with the 
food of the body. 

“The flesh tells the perception to find pleasure in evil thoughts 
and consent to them; the mind, to focus on them; the memory, to 
preserve them and remember them often; the hand, the foot, and all 
the members of the body together, to assist each other in committing 
evil and to act according to self-will; and the will, to do whatever it 
desires. 

“These are the ways you have followed. You have paid no heed 
to the pearl—that is, the soul. You have not asked or earned mercy 
in season. You have deserted God for the fleeting wealth of the 
world, through which you have been cast into hell, to be burned and 
consumed without help or aid through eternity. You have received, 
and will receive, the due wages of your evil labor and the 
punishment you have deserved.” 


Jealousy and Rage 


Then Merlino said to the Spirit of Knowledge: “That lost soul has a 
longing to be in his earthly body again so that he may repent and 
find mercy. So why shouldn’t I myself repent now, since I am still in 
my body, so that God will not pass the judgement of condemnation 
upon me, if I were in the world again?” 

“There is no doubt about that,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “for 
God seeks nothing but true repentance, together with a fixed resolve 
never to fall into the same sins again.” 

“Do you think these pains are great?” asked the Spirit of 
Knowledge. 

“T see,” said Merlino, “that it is impossible for the tongue to tell, 
or for the pen to write, or for the heart of man to conceive, even a 
hundredth part of the pains suffered by the one who suffers the least 
in hell.” 

“Yet,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “there are pains greater than 
these you see on each one of them.” 

“How is that possible?” asked Merlino. “For it cannot be that God 
has created pains greater than the ones I see on each one of these 
damned souls.” 

“Truly,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “sin has created a thousand 


times as much pain as you can see here: namely, the fit of jealousy 
and rage that possesses and stifles them eternally and forever.” 

“What cause for jealousy do they have,” asked Merlino, “since 
they have no hope of ever obtaining comfort or aid?” 

“This cause,” said the Spirit of Knowledge. “When they were 
brought to the judgment, they received a glimpse of God’s heaven. 
They saw the glory and pleasure of the city in which are the Three 
Persons of the Trinity, brighter than a thousand suns, sitting above 
the hosts; and the angels serving, the prophets praising God, and the 
apostles giving thanks to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

“For this reason, the breast and the heart of the sinners are 
pierced, as they think of that one glimpse they saw. This is the cause 
of jealousy they have now, the sight of the devils by which they have 
been carried away into hell. Imagine the poor sinner, when he 
caught a glimpse of his father, his mother, his relatives, his neighbor, 
his companion, in eternal glory, while he himself is carried away by 
dark, hideously colored devils from that pleasure to hell! 

“After that they are seized by a fit of jealousy toward the blessed 
multitude, so that the sight of the glory they lost through just one sin 
is a greater pain and passion is than all the pains of hell pressed 
together. And I will give you an analogy of this reality,” said the 
Spirit of Knowledge. 


An Analogy 


“Imagine a powerful king,” he said, “who has a noble full of love and 
honor, for whom the king has affection and respect beyond every 
other. Now imagine that the noble commits a hideous crime against 
that king, and the king commands him to be cast into a dark prison, 
and bound with fetters, a rack, and shackles. The king also 
commands that another man will take the noble’s place. 

“If the prisoner should see the person receiving the love and 
honor that had been his, and that could still have been his if not for 
his misconduct, he would be filled with passionate fury against 
himself. The misery in his heart from the poison of that hateful 
anger would be greater than the misery from the fetters or the 
prison. It’s the same for the damned after they see the glory they 
have forfeited, without hope of ever being reconciled to the 
heavenly King,” said the Spirit of Knowledge. 


The Prospect of Eternity 


“And there are other pains you can’t see in them,” said the Spirit of 
Knowledge. 

“What are those pains?” said Merlino. 

“There is the prospect of eternity,” said the Spirit of Knowledge. 
“For eternity is like the wheel of a coach or a cart. Just as the wheel 
is without end or termination, so is eternity. Just as the wheel keeps 
turning, and the part that went past comes past again, so is eternity. 

“When ten thousand million years have passed, those in hell have 
endured only the beginning of their pains. And when ten thousand 
million more years have passed, these souls are still only in the 
beginning of their pains, because the time that went past already 
keeps coming past them like a ring or a wheel. 

“And so the pains of hell and the glory of heaven have no end or 
termination. If a little bird were to come at the end of every year 
and fill its beak from the water of the sea, and the inhabitants of hell 
could hope that they would obtain help when the little bird at last 
dried up the sea, they would at least have no doubt or question that 
their pains would someday end. But the truth is that the hour in 
which they could hope for help or release has never come and will 
never come.... And since those in hell are certain of that, the 
prospect of eternity causes them greater pain than all their 
wretchedness from any other cause.” 


Varying Measures of Pain 


“This tale you have told me, said Merlino, “is sadder than every 
other tale. “Now tell me: Are the pains of one person in hell lighter 
than the pains of another person in hell?” 

“The one in hell with the least pains,” said the Spirit of 
Knowledge, “has his full share of the misery God has distributed 
among the inhabitants of hell to suffer. But the pain of the Christian 
is greater by far than the pain of the pagan and the non-Christian, 
even though the pagans keep breaking the law of God daily. 

“Why? Because the pagan or the non-Christian is ignorant of 
God’s law, and if he knew it, he would fulfil the law better than the 
Christians do. For this reason, greater are the pains of the Christian 
than the pains of the pagans.” 


The Kingdoms of Hell 


“Tell me,” said Merlino, “has one demon power or authority over 
another demon in hell?” 

“Most certainly,” said the Spirit of Knowledge. “There are two 
kings in hell who have authority and power over other demons in 
general—namely, Lucifer and Beelzebub. And there are ten 
kingdoms in hell. Here are their names: 


“The Lake of Death. 
“The Land of Darkness. 
“Lowest Hell. 

“The Marsh of Fire. 
“The Land of Horror. 
“The Unfilled Lake. 
“The Land of Affliction. 
“The Dwelling of Pains. 
“The Fire of Poison. 
“The Land of Oblivion. 


“These kingdoms are laid out so that, if you were to walk in them 
forever, you would find no boundary or border to any of them. And 
there is no pain or misery in one kingdom that is not suffered by 
every person in hell. 

“Five of the kingdoms are under the dominion of Beelzebub, and 
the other five under the dominion of Lucifer. They assign the demon 
who presides over each sin to fight against every Christian in the 
world, to destroy him and to bring God’s wrath on him. If that 
demon is unable to destroy the man and drag him along with him to 
hell, then the pains that had been awaiting the man he battled are 
laid in double measure on the demon, along with the pains the 
demon already had. 

“Now,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, “you have seen the things 
you desired to see—a sight of the various pains of hell. Come with 
me so that I can carry you from this place, and don’t meddle with a 
single thing you may see until you have left this place behind.” 
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“SOULS WHO GULP THE MUD” 


Dante’s Inferno 


The Inferno of the Italian poet Dante Alighieri (c. 1265-1321) is by 


far the best known and the most magnificent “tour of hell” in 
Western literature. It forms one of three parts of his exquisite epic 
poem The Divine Comedy, which envisions three realms of the 
afterlife: Inferno (hell), Purgatorio (purgatory), and Paradiso 
(heaven). 

The Inferno clearly draws some of its imagery from earlier texts 
such as the Apocalypse of Paul and classical pagan works. Much of its 
theology echoes that of St. Thomas Aquinas; it has even been dubbed 
“the Summa in verse.” These elements and countless more are woven 
into the grand tapestry of a literary vision that has shaped Western 
culture ever since. 

No collection of infernal tours would dare to exclude Dante’s 
masterpiece. Yet the total composition comprises thousands of lines 
of poetry, and only a short portion can be presented here. This 
particular passage was chosen because it portrays a place in the 
infernal regions not often included in other tours of hell: the final 
destination of souls corroded by unjust anger and selfish sullenness. 

Dante tells his tale in first person. He has not died, yet he has 
somehow managed to make his way into hell. His guide throughout 


the underworld is the noble pagan poet Virgil. Here, they have come 
to the swamp called Styx (in Greek, “hatred”)—a name, borrowed 
from Greek mythology, for one of the chief rivers of Hades, the realm 
of the dead. 


The Wrathful and the Sullen 


We crossed the circle to the other bank, 
Near a spring that boils and pours itself 
Along a gully that runs out of it, 
With inky water, purple-black; 
And we, in company with the murky waves, 
Made our way downward by a mysterious path. 
It makes a marsh that has the name of Styx, 
This gloomy brooklet, when it has descended 
To the foot of the baleful gray shores. 
And I, observing closely as I stood, 
Saw souls, mud-covered, in that lagoon, 
All of them naked and with angry face. 
They struck each other not alone with hands, 
But with the head and with the breast and feet, 
Tearing all in pieces with their teeth. 
Said the good Master: “Son, you now behold 
The souls of those whom anger overcame; 
And I would also have you know for certain 
That souls here underneath this water sigh 
And make this water bubble at the surface, 
As your eyes tell you everywhere they turn. 
Stuck in the mud, they say, ‘We were sullen 
Up in the sweet air, all gladdened by the sun, 
Bearing within ourselves a sluggish smoke; 
Now we are sullen down here in this black mire.’ 
This hymn they all keep gurgling in their throats; 
They cannot speak except with broken words.” 
In this way, then, we circled round the filthy bog 
An arc between the dry bank and the swamp, 
With eyes turned toward those souls who gulp the mud. 


- 


“A HOUSE DIVIDED 


AGAINST ITSELF” 
My Visit to Hell 


lsacter is a fallen angel whose nature has been corrupted by his 


rebellion against God. His hatred of God drives him to seduce God’s 
children into eternal misery; he seeks human beings as his prey (1 Pt 
5:8). 

Angels are sometimes depicted in Scripture as radiant creatures 
with multiple faces and wings (Is 6:1-3; Ez 1:5-11; Rv 4:4-8). Might 
the Prince of Darkness, then, be well portrayed as a corroded version 
of his former self, with hideous faces, bat-like wings, relishing the 
taste of damned souls? Or perhaps, given his seductive wiles, might 
some of those faces appear alluring at first sight? 

Echoing St. John’s vision in the Book of Revelation, several of the 
tours of hell we have taken showed us Satan bound at the very 
bottom of the infernal abyss (Rv 20:1-3). In the modern novel My 
Visit to Hell, the Devil appears in some ways as he does in Dante’s 
vision, a ruined angel, decayed and impotent. Also as in Dante, we 
see how his attempt to take the place of the God he despises has 
made him an unholy trinity. 

But in this vision of the damned, we find an additional trait of 


the vanquished Demon, echoing the words of Jesus: “No city or 
house divided against itself will stand; and if Satan casts out Satan, 
he is divided against himself; how then will his kingdom stand?” (Mt 
12:25-26). 

This tale of the underworld is told by Thomas Travis. (The name 
can be interpreted to mean “doubter at the crossroads.”) Though he 
is not yet dead, he has no guarantee that he will escape hell. In hell, 
he is told, the only guarantee is justice, and the only way out is 
down. 

In his frantic attempt to get out, Thomas has worked his way 
down through all the terrifying circles of hell, accompanied, as 
Dante was, by a guide. But now he is alone, near the end of his 
journey, approaching the sole exit from the domain of the damned. 
To leave Gehenna, he must traverse a vast sea of frozen ice, then 
somehow slip past Lucifer, who stands frozen in it up to his waist, 
awaiting him at the very bottom of the pit. 


An Unholy Trinity 


Fire and ice; ice and fire. Scenes of Gehenna from every circle 
flashed through my mind: the damned souls, the demons, the faces 
of three people I’d loved and lost forever. 

I was alone now, walking through the frigid valley of the shadow 
of death. What kind of table was being prepared by my enemy? ... 
The air was the blackest I’d seen, and the howling winds blew with 
hurricane force. But maybe the dark and the noise would be my best 
defense after all: Could even the Devil himself see or hear in a place 
like this? ... 

The cold had finally numbed my limbs all the way through, and 
though I could hardly move them, at least the pain in my leg was 
dulled. Stacks of frozen blocks were everywhere now, and I knew the 
exit could not be far. 

For the first time I passed close by one of the racks I'd seen 
scattered across the ice all along. My darkest suspicions were 
confirmed: Those weren’t clothes hanging on them. They were 
frozen souls, chipped out of the blocks, swinging in the wind like so 
many hog carcasses in a slaughterhouse deep freeze. 

From the rack I turned my gaze back again to the ice ahead, and 
I saw some kind of movement, immense and steady, far up in the air. 


I kept walking, and as I did, the lines of what was in motion slowly 
came clear. 

Bat wings. Or more nearly, pterodactyl wings. Three pairs of 
black, leathery pinions, big enough to dwarf the wings of the world’s 
greatest jumbo jet, rising and falling in a restless but regular motion. 
From the angle of the wind, I could tell that their flapping created 
the gale. 

In a moment I could make out as well the lines of a head and 
shoulders—no, three heads on shoulders. The figure towered above 
the ice, taller than even the giants we had seen. 

It had to be him. 

Then the features of the three faces came into view, and I froze at 
the sight. No medieval painting of the Devil, no descriptions of 
demons from the ancient accounts of exorcism, could have prepared 
me for what I saw. 

The middle face was as hideous as all the old tales made him out 
to be: the skin deep scarlet and gruesomely scarred; the teeth huge 
and sharp, but crumbling like ancient mountain peaks; the eyes 
murky, yellow moons, bloodshot with red foam that dripped down 
onto the matted hair of a shaggy chest. 

But the other two faces—one male, one female—were hauntingly 
beautiful. 

The female face was richly black, draped in stunning jewels. 
Massive earrings of ruby and emerald set in gold hung out from 
under a sweep of shiny, ebony hair, and a string of sapphires 
wrapped around her forehead. Her deep brown eyes were 
seductively half-closed; her lips curved in a sultry smile. 

The male face was white though tanned, surrounded with waves 
of long blond hair. His features were perfectly proportioned— 
square-cut and strong—and his eyes were a pale, dreamy blue. The 
long line of his mouth twisted somewhere between a smile and a 
sneer. 

All three heads were chewing on the damned, the legs of each 
soul draping out of their mouths like half-smoked cigarettes. 

The brooding season was over. 

Slowly the male face turned toward me and gazed down. He spit 
out his wad of soul and spoke in a voice so deep it sounded almost 
synthesized.... 

“I’ve been waiting for you so long now. Come closer, son. You’re a 


sight for sore eyes. I want to get a good look at you before you join me 
for dinner.” 

He laughed wickedly, and the bellow rolled across the ice like 
arctic thunder.... 

I had inched even closer to the hole by now. The opening was 
small—only wide enough for one person to enter at a time, and then 
only if you raised both hands over your head to slither down. It 
would be like jumping inside one of those utility poles of the 
suicides and hoping I didn’t get stuck. 

But if I was ever going to make it out, that was the only way, and 
this was the only time. 

I dashed toward the Devil’s belly. His response was awkward and 
slow, as if he couldn’t quite make up his mind how to stop me. Even 
so, with my cracked shin the sprint took too long, and he slapped his 
hairy left hand flat across the hole. The blond head grinned; the 
other two looked irritated. 

I turned a sharp right and hobbled around his side. He lifted the 
same hand and swatted at me, but again his motion was hesitant, 
uncoordinated. The hand missed and struck his own flank instead. I 
made it all the way behind him just in time. 

He snarled. “You’ll never get away from me, moron. You might 
as well just give up.” 

All three heads were twisting around on their necks now, looking 
around all those wings, trying to spot me. He couldn’t move his 
waist, so I had a bit of an advantage. Both arms flailed behind the 
monster’s back, but I dodged them, staying only inches ahead of ten 
pointy fingernails while I slipped and slid on the ice. 

When the two hands were stretched down behind him as far as 
they could reach, scratching at the ice to find me, I made a limping 
run for it around his right flank. The black head looked down and 
saw me. 

“This side!” she screamed to the others. “This side, you bumbling 
idiots!” 

“No!” huffed the red face. “He’s still back there!” 

“Fools!” shouted the blond. “He’s on my flank!” The two hands 
were jerking angrily, unable to coordinate a move. 

Then I saw it. Satan kept bungling the chase because that unholy 
trinity of heads was nothing but an unruly mob, a house divided 
against itself. Maybe, just maybe, I could play them off against each 


other. 

One more time I made it around his torso, close to his hide so the 
faces couldn’t see me as easily. The hands were spastic now, slapping 
his own belly, and the heads were cussing three ways at once. With 
more guts than I’d ever even dreamed I had, I grabbed a fistful of fur 
on the Devil’s back and crawled up as we had on the giant. 

All three mouths roared. The arms swung around to the front 
again and reached backward over his shoulders, with elbows bent up 
in the air. But they were too stout to get beyond the shoulder blades, 
and the wings kept getting in their way. 

His back was twisting now, trying to shake me off. I held on and 
climbed steadily, one long clump of hair at a time. When I finally got 
within his reach, I darted between the bases of the wings to confuse 
him. 

Just as I crawled to a spot a few yards below his right shoulder, 
the arms pulled back forward over his head. He was going to try 
reaching around sideways instead of from above, and if he did, he’d 
get me. 

No time to lose. I climbed up on his right shoulder, ran across the 
black neck and between the red and black heads. The ice hole was 
directly below me, next to where a navel would have been if Satan 
had a birthday. 

A jump through the air was out of the question—the exit was too 
far down and too small for a bull’s-eye. But the Devil had been 
chewing on souls for millennia now, and he had quite a paunch. 

Before I could tell myself it was too risky, I leaped from his neck 
and went sliding on my backside down the oily curve of his belly. 
When I hit the ice on all fours, I was only a few yards from the hole. 

I scrambled to slide in, but this time the Devil had his act 
together. Down came his left hand on the hole again, knocking me 
flat on my back on the ice, only inches from his thumb. All three 
heads laughed again. 

“Here,” said the blond. “Let me make you a little more 
comfortable.” 

Then he bent down and breathed lightly on the ice where I lay— 
a hot, putrid breath that smelled like week-old road kill. The ice 
beneath me melted a little, soaked into my shorts and began to 
freeze again. 

“T suppose that place will do as well as any,” he said, gloating. 


“You can lie there and get hard all the way through while we decide 
who gets first chew.” Then the three heads began to argue. 

My shorts were frozen solid to the ice now.... I pulled in my belly 
and squirmed to tear myself out of them. The skin ripped off as I did, 
but I stuffed the howls of pain that tried to bust out. 

One last jerk, and I was naked and free. 

But all too late. The blond looked down at me and cussed, then 
the right hand grabbed me and pinned me down only inches from 
the exit. 

“We’ve played long enough,” he said with a snort. “You’re not 
frozen, but well-chilled will have to do ...” 


a 


“GOD’S IMMENSE GOODNESS 


AND INFINITE MERCY” 
A Final Reflection from The Spiritual 
Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola 


St. Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) was a Basque priest from Spain 


who cofounded the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) and became its first 
superior general. The zeal of the order’s first members led to its 
rapid expansion, and their missionary vision and spirit soon took 
them all over the world to preach the gospel. 

St. Ignatius was a popular spiritual writer and a gifted spiritual 
director. His distinctive approach to spiritual meditation made 
extensive use of the imagination. The saint urged his comrades to 
reflect on Scripture and spiritual subjects by vividly imagining the 
persons, events, places, and other realities described. Such a 
reflection not only would instruct their minds to know God and his 
will; it would also move their hearts to love God and obey his will. 

St. Ignatius offers a systematic approach to such meditation in his 
book The Spiritual Exercises, which has become a classic of Christian 
spiritual direction. In it, he includes a “Spiritual Exercise on Hell.” 
The reflection is designed to spur the imagination to ponder more 
deeply the horror of eternal damnation, to stir up a healthy fear of 


losing friendship with God eternally, and to send us running into the 
arms of God to embrace his mercy and renew our commitment to 
live within his will. 

The saint’s “Considerations” summarize many of the insights 
provided in this collection of visions of hell. His concluding 
“Colloquy” instructs us how to respond to God in prayer in the light 
of our reflections on those visions. It offers a fitting conclusion, 
ending with a focus, not on damnation, but on thanksgiving for 
God’s “immense goodness and infinite mercy.” 


Preparatory Prayer 


Represent to yourself in imagination the length, width, and depth of 
hell. 

Ask of God a lively fear of the pains of hell, so that if ever you 
have the misfortune to lose the feeling of Divine love, at least the 
fear of torments may deter you from sin. 


Considerations 


1. The habitation of the damned. It is hell. But what is hell? The Holy 
Spirit calls it a place of torment; a region of misery and darkness 
where disorder dwells; the lake of the anger of God; a burning 
furnace; the depths of the abyss; the winepress of the fury of the 
Almighty, under which God will trample and crush his enemies. 

2. The society of the damned. In hell, a triple society will form the 
torment of the damned soul. (1) The society of his body, which will 
unite to the infectious decay of a corpse all the sensibility of a living 
body, and of which all the members have their torment and their 
pain. (2) The company of devils, whose sole occupation is to torture 
the damned; who, not being able to avenge themselves on God for 
their condemnation, avenge themselves on man, his image, and 
pursue him in the condemned with all the fury that can enter the 
heart of a demon. (3) The society of an infinite number of reprobates 
like himself. Represent to yourself this assembly, so hideous that 
nothing like it can be found in the dungeons and galleys of human 
justice; represent to yourself these miserable creatures bound 
together like a bundle of thorns, or like a heap of rope thrown into 
the flames, accusing, cursing, tearing one another. 


3. The torment of the damned in the powers of his soul. His 
imagination, which represents to him with irresistible clearness the 
delights of his past life on earth; the horror of his present sufferings 
in hell; the eternity of his future sufferings; the happiness of the 
elect, of which he might have partaken, and that he has lost forever. 
His memory, which recalls all his sins, all the graces he received in 
time, all the warnings that were given him during his life. His 
understanding, which incessantly shows him the deformity of sin, the 
greatness and beauty of God, the justice of the punishments of hell. 
His will, torn at the same time by regret, remorse, jealousy, desire, 
hatred of God and of himself. 

4. The torment of the damned in all his senses. Torment of sight: the 
flames, the devils, the damned, his companions in torture, the cross 
of Jesus Christ imprinted on the roof of hell. Torment of hearing: 
blasphemies, curses, reproaches, cries of rage calling for death and 
annihilation. Torment of the smell: the infection exhaled from so 
many bodies, which preserve in hell all the decay of the tomb. 
Torment of taste: a maddening hunger, the violence of which will 
force the damned to devour his own flesh; a devouring thirst, and for 
refreshment, wormwood and gall. Torment of the touch: this fire, 
which surrounds the damned like a vestment, and penetrates all his 
members—fire lighted by the breath of God himself; fire that 
preserves its victim, and at the same time every moment exhausts 
and renews his senses, so as to render his pain eternal; fire armed 
with all the attributes of God to avenge them on the damned; fire 
that identifies itself with the damned, which boils in his veins, 
escapes and enters at every pore, which makes his body but one 
burning coal in the midst of the furnaces of hell. 

5. The torment of eternity. “Always.” “Never.” Always regrets and 
despair, always the company of devils, always flames; never any end, 
never any interruption, never any remission of the pains and 
tortures. “Who among us can dwell with the devouring fire? Who 
among us can dwell with everlasting burnings?” (Is 33:14). 


Colloquy 


Address yourself to Jesus Christ; recall at his feet, that the causes for 
which these men are damned are either for having refused to believe 
in his coming or for not having obeyed his precepts. It is the crime of 
men damned before his coming on earth, of those who lived in his 


time, and of those who came into the world after him. Then attach 
yourself to him forever in mind and heart, that he may save you 
from eternal death. Finish by returning to him the most lively thanks 
that he has not permitted you to fall into this terrible abyss, but that 
he pursues you even to this day, not because of his vengeance, but 
because of his immense goodness and infinite mercy. 
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